
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

About Rachael’s Gift

What would you do if you suspected your child was a gifted liar?

Rachael is a child prodigy, a talented artist whose maturity and eloquence is far beyond her fourteen years. She’s also energetic, charming and beautiful, beguiling everyone around her. To her mother, Camille, she is perfect. But perfection requires work, as Camille knows all too well.

For Rachael has another extraordinary gift: a murky one that rears its head from time to time, threatening  unbalance all the familtoy has been working towards. When Rachael accuses her art teacher of sexual misconduct, Camille and Rachael’s father, Wolfe, are drawn into a complex web of secrets and lies that pits husband against wife and has the power to destroy all of their lives.

Set in the contrasting worlds of Australia and Paris, Rachael’s Gift is a mystery story of the heart, about a mother’s uncompromising love for her daughter, and a father’s quest for the truth.
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To Mike


Part One


Camille

Ash fell from the sky like snow on the day my mother died. A thick cloud of smoke engulfed the city and a hot wind passed through the hospital windows, rustling the blinds and taking the breath from her lungs with it. Grit got up my nose and in my mouth and eyes. I sneezed all morning; my face was red. I had trouble breathing. The doctors thought it was grief.

She died at noon exactly. Her profile had been still, her chest flat and square. She was white. Her colour had drained almost immediately, except for the faintest flush of pink that remained smudged along one cheekbone. This single stroke, as if she had been struck, grew, becoming purple as her temperature dropped and her arm became heavy and waxen in my hand. It was deceptively alive, this process after death. They said the oxygen mask had bruised her. It was like a birthmark, or rather a deathmark. Her cheeks had sunk, becoming jowly, and she reminded me of Whistler’s Mother. I rested her arm on the bed beside her body.

Wolfe, Rachael and I spent the remainder of the afternoon going through paperwork, hanging around sterile corridors, waiting for doctors and then nurses and then administration people to approach us in their soft-heeled shoes. Rachael was silent most of the time, smiling occasionally, standing back and fetching coffee and water for us. During those long afternoons at the hospital, before my mother let go, I would often forget Rachael was there and then I would see her head on her arms by her grandmother’s side. It was hard to imagine her as anything other than an angel. So she was a precocious fourteen-year-old – at least she had spirit.

The cloud of smoke turned the light eerie, the sun a mere amber dot with a feeble glow. Grey flakes coated cars, windows, skin – everything in its path. Faces were tense with worry and bewilderment. Wild imaginations thought it was the end of the world.

Outside, our car was filthy. Rachael waited for us, her finger tracing her name on the bonnet. Wolfe started the engine. The windscreen wipers squawked, making angles in the grime.

We drove slowly. Wolfe hunched forward over the steering wheel, the blue vein at his temple raised.

‘Do you think the fires have reached Sydney yet?’ Rachael said.

‘Hope not,’ Wolfe said.

‘Can’t they stop them?’

‘They’re pretty bad this time,’ he said.

I switched on the AM news radio station . . . Residents in Sydney’s western suburbs have reported seeing burning embers up to thirty kilometres from the fire front . . . as a result of the fire at Lithgow . . .

‘There you go, still the Blue Mountains.’

‘You mean Black Mountains.’

We all fell silent and let the radio announcer’s voice fill the gaps. I tuned in and out . . . due to excessive drought and higher than average temperatures . . . global warming . . . El Niño effect . . . wind gusts are expected to be in excess of seventy kilometres per hour . . .

At which point I leant in and switched the radio to FM.


Camille

Sweat gathered on Wolfe’s forehead as he scraped away the nicotine-stained wallpaper in my mother’s sunroom. His shoulders worked hard, wet patches growing at the nape of his t-shirt. The wallpaper was a velvet fleur-de-lys pattern, which used to be gold and lime, but it was hard to tell now because of the brown and yellow discolouring. For years, I had offered to get rid of it but my mother had always refused. Stubborn to the end of her days, I like things the way they are, she would say in her still-strong French accent.

‘Bloody bitch of a job,’ Wolfe moaned, the sound of the metal spatula grating. Mr Brown dozed at his feet, immune to the bits of paper landing on his fur. The paper tore off with difficulty, revealing dirty cancerous clouds that had penetrated the wall underneath, just like it had my mother’s lungs.

‘You offered,’ I said, attempting to slap Wolfe’s behind, but he was too quick and I missed him. Anyway, you owe me, I thought. Mr Brown raised his head, opened one dopey eye and buried his nose under his paw again.

My mother’s flat was a standard 1940s dark-brick block. It had four flats downstairs and four flats upstairs, each with their own balcony. There was a front garden and a driveway around the side that led to eight garages at the back, where she’d left her pea-green Renault sedan to rust.

She’d been the longest-standing resident. As a kid, I’d had few playmates in the block. Instead, I would bug our elderly residents and eventually, one by one, they disappeared: Mr Chan, a silent, ageless, Chinese man, who had apparently been a doctor in his homeland, had died one night in his sleep; Mrs Margaret Bilson had no longer been able to take care of herself, and had been moved to a nursing home by her son; and Mr and Mrs Eric and Berthe Fleischmann, Holocaust refugees, had decided to go back to Europe – to make peace, they said, before it was their time.

Mrs Fleischmann used to water the garden and feed me dinner when my mother was working on reception for the local medical centre and I still remember her hand on the hose, the skin on her sleeveless arm wobbling, and the faded green numbers on her wrist. Once, when I was too young to know better, I asked her why they didn’t have any kids. She had looked at me, pressed her forefinger into the middle of her fleshy bosom and said, ‘Why would we want to pass this on to our children? It is too much. I could not give it to anyone else.’

We lived on the knuckle of a peninsula, beside jagged cliffs that soared high out of the Pacific Ocean. For two hundred years, the foundling city had carved itself along two legs of the harbour, nestling into leafy hillsides, an insular wall against the flat, exposed land to the west; sparkling skyscrapers idled in the neck and beyond sat a shimmering pool of water like a great heaving womb (indeed our coloniser claimed there’d been a birth). On board the discovering ship a man wrote of ‘a land of milk and honey’, but he was deceived and the colony nearly died of starvation: the land was arid and harsh and isolated, just like its people.

Through the open windows in the sunroom I looked out to the communal garden where my mother had planted flowerbeds of yellow roses, white and blue hydrangeas, dark pink camellias and white gardenias. Although she had no outward patience for art, she was the one who had first taught me about beauty and colour, about light and shade and textures. It was in her blood. The smell of honey wafted from a jasmine vine, signalling the beginning of a hot summer.

The wind would blow in off the ocean, over the cliffs across the road, heavy with damp and salt, and a layer of stickiness would settle on everything, eventually corroding all it touched – nothing lasted around here, even the rocks.

The white muslin curtains, curdled from smoke, had been removed. My mother used to sit in here at a small green card table, where she would play Patience or Baker’s Dozen and smoke. There would always be an ashtray and always one tendril of smoke whistling up to the ceiling. When we arrived this morning we’d found the cards laid out mid-Patience with a suit of hearts and clubs. The ashtray was full of old butts. I’d kill for an espresso, she’d say, before stubbing out her cigarette and shuffling off to make her coffee.

We threw the ashtray into a box marked junk, along with the gaudy seashell playing cards, and Wolfe piled the rickety table into the back of his truck with the rest of the furniture we would sell at auction. There wasn’t much: a glass cabinet which had held her silver service and a set of crystal goblets, a 1960s teak armchair and a sofa with orange and green wool-like cushions, a box television set from 1988, an old drop-leaf dining table and her beloved espresso machine. It was worthless and out-of-date stuff that, thankfully, we didn’t have to pay someone to take away. I stared up at a framed painting hanging on the wall. It was called Three Women, because of the three generations of women it portrayed in a kaleidoscope of mirrors; R Larkin, was scrawled in the bottom left. It was clever and the local council had certainly thought so. It had been Rachael’s first prize-winning picture. She’d come a long way since then. I stood on tiptoes and unhooked it from the nail. On the back she had written: To Mémé, with love, R.

We sorted her personal items into three boxes: rubbish, for sale and keepsake. My mother was not exactly a hoarder, but in the last years had not been able to keep up with her usual vigorous expunging. Get rid of everything, I told Rachael and Wolfe, who held up various things and yelled, ‘Bin? Or keep?’ Part of me felt as if we were invading her privacy and the other part held imaginary conversations with her. What did you keep that for? Or, Where in the world did you get that?

In the bedroom, I went through her personal papers – bank statements, tax returns, unopened mail, unpaid bills and debts. No one told you about the administrative nightmare of death.

Rachael’s backside, clad in black tights, poked out of my mother’s wardrobe. Rummaging around in its depths, she pulled out plastic bags full of god-knows-what and dumped them next to piles of clothes on the floor. ‘We should have done this when she was alive. I don’t remember Mémé being so drab, do you?’

I was about to chide her but thought better of it. We were all feeling out of sorts right now. Mémé’s clothes were going to charity; although seeing them again, I wondered if charity would even accept them: one mauve and frayed velour tracksuit, one peach floral polyester dress from Kmart, several pairs of tan slacks, a couple of long cotton skirts of various colours, some white shirts – yet somehow she’d still managed to look elegant.

Mostly I remembered her dressed in a hospital gown. She’d been in and out since her diagnosis three years ago. We’d decided to have her cremated and her ashes were currently sitting in a black urn on our kitchen bench. I didn’t know what else to do with them. It had been a short and simple ceremony, only last week, but felt like years already. A few of her acquaintances had come. We put on a light buffet lunch at the house: Rachael served buck’s fizz in a jug and Wolfe drank whisky, kind words were exchanged, people brought cards; Rachael had put a picture of my mother next to the urn. It had been taken when she was nineteen, before she left Paris; with dewy skin, baby-blue eyes and rose-coloured lips – the photo had been hand-painted – her gaze lifted towards an invisible sky, smiling, as if she were a Hollywood star.

Items flew out of the closet into the air, creating a pile on the floor. A photo album crashed against the end of the bed, splitting open and spilling half its contents. ‘Rach, be careful,’ I said, but she didn’t hear me.

‘Hmmm, interesting,’ Rachael said, backing out and holding up a green and pink sequined black dress with tulle skirting, still in its dry-cleaning plastic. ‘This is quite something,’ she said.

She took off her t-shirt, pulled the dress over her head, and shimmied it down over her curves, the seams stretching.

‘What do you think?’ She wolf-whistled and ran her hands down the side of her body, twisting back and forth in front of the mirror.

Rachael didn’t look like my mother – my mother was blonde and thin while Rachael was dark and athletic, like Wolfe – but there was a pang in my chest, seeing her in my mother’s dress, the one she had worn to our wedding dinner. I remembered Wolfe’s father’s friend Terry twirling her around the dance floor while his wife watched with a glum look on her face; Terry couldn’t understand why my mother had stayed single. A real looker like her, he’d said.

‘Rach, it’s too small for you.’

Rachael perched in front of the dressing table, finding my mother’s old lavender toiletry bag, full of crusting Estée Lauder make-up, and lavishly applied purple eye shadow and pink rouge. Mémé had used the same brush across her cheekbones. I sighed. She could have been a little more sensitive. But then it was only make-up. Old, caking make-up that would have been thrown out anyway. Rachael saw me watching from the mirror and her expression changed. A match of mischief lit in her eyes. She took the gold lid off the lipstick, wound the end of it right out to expose a long pink stick, pouted her lips and circled the nub round and round, applying layer after layer, until it smudged at the corners of her mouth and reduced the stick to a messy stub. She continued staring at me, pleased with herself, and dropped the lipstick on the dresser; she opened her mouth and smugly wiped the corners with her finger. ‘Well, hello dahling . . .’

I shook my head. What would she think of next? I ignored her. All teenagers went through phases and I had to allow for her artistic temperament. You didn’t become a brilliant artist by being well-behaved! We all had our crosses to bear, whatever they were. Anyway all those afternoons at the hospital, you couldn’t fake that, and today I could see there was something bothering her. I could see it in her face when she didn’t know I was looking – a tiny trace of worry that didn’t seem to go away. A mother noticed these things.

‘What’s going on in here?’ Wolfe stuck his head around the door. Mr Brown appeared beside him, his tail wagging.

Had he seen this display? He looked impassive. Neutral. He never read into things, not like me. Wolfe liked things to be simple. Surfing, food, sleep and sex. And love, of course. Always love, like some big leftover hippy standing on the side of the road with his broken guitar and unwashed hair, thumbing rides up and down the coast, preaching love as the answer. Except he had been born in the late sixties and had missed the entire movement. Usually, he left me to do the worrying.

‘Your daughter’s wasting time,’ I said.

The match went out. Rachael’s face crinkled into an innocent smile. She blew her father a kiss. ‘What do you think, Wolfe?’ I flinched hearing her call her father by his first name.

Wolfe looked at me, saw my disapproval and decided to assist the bad cop. ‘Better do what your mother says.’

Rachael continued to admire herself in the mirror.

‘Right, that’s it.’ Wolfe launched himself at her and Rachael squealed as he bundled her up in his arms and threw her over his shoulder. Once again that delicate line between adult and child was crossed. I could not get used to that shift.

‘Wolfe, stop!’ she squealed. ‘You stink!’ She thumped her hand against his bum. Mr Brown jumped on the bed, barking madly, his dirty paw prints all over the sheets.

‘Hey, guys!’ I said, seeing the seams of the dress pull. He swung her up and about and then the photo album caught under his feet. ‘For goodness’ sake!’ I yelled, falling to the floor to rescue the mangled pages.

Their faces were flushed, their breathing erratic. Wolfe bent over, sliding Rachael to the ground, a mess of tulle, hair and sequins; the two of them looked at me sheepishly.

‘That’s right, you two, partners in crime.’

‘Better clean that up.’ Wolfe ruffled Rachael’s hair.

She pulled away from him, fixing her hair, annoyance crossing her face.

‘Watch out, or you’ll see the back of my hand.’ Wolfe winked at me and squeezed my fingers.

‘Never did you any good,’ I said, knowing his own father had been a brute, but he just stood there grinning.

Rachael remained on the floor, amid piles of clothes, the tulle fanning out like a big tutu. ‘Yeah, good one, Dad,’ she said. Wolfe had never laid a hand on her.

‘You just watch it, missy.’ A shadow crossed Wolfe’s face and I felt a desire to touch him, but he turned and headed back to the sunroom, Mr Brown plodding along behind. I tried to fix the pages back into the album.

‘Camille, who’s that with Mémé?’ Rachael asked, holding up a single black-and-white photo she had picked up.

Two young women gazed into the distance. ‘That’s her younger sister Francine.’

‘Very glam.’

‘Aren’t they.’

Rachael snatched the album from me. It was an old one with the sticky pages that turned orange after time and eventually decayed the photos. She turned the pages: there was my mother with my stepfather on a yacht and me as a young baby and then us as a family doing ordinary things families did, like going on holiday and mucking around in the backyard and my first day at school.

‘Is that my great-grandfather? And what about these people?’

She held out a more recent photo of a group of people. It was a photograph I had sent Mémé from Paris of her parents Anton and Marie, her sister Francine and Francine’s husband Rupert, and Lucien, one of the resident artists. They stood in the garden of their home in the French countryside in front of a mural that Lucien had just painted. I’d taken the photo.

I explained who they were and Rachael watched me coolly. She’d heard snippets about them over the years and vaguely knew who they were, but Mémé and I had never gone into detail. ‘Are they still alive?’

‘As far as I know.’

‘I can’t wait to go there,’ she said. ‘Have you heard from the school?’

‘Not yet.’ I had sent an application on behalf of Rachael last month to the Beaux-Arts, a renowned art school in Paris. In any case, we had been promising to take her there for years, but with Mémé ill and one thing after the other we had never made it.

She squinted at me as if weighing up whether to pursue it, then shrugged. ‘Maybe I’ll just go anyway.’

I thought back to my own experience. ‘You have her look about you,’ my aunt Francine had declared in accented English, upon my arrival as a naive nineteen-year-old. Here was my mother, unlined and assured, had she remained in Paris. She had the kind of voice that made you sit up straight, her consonants crispy and her vowels full-bodied.

I closed the album, sliding it into the plastic bag.

‘Wait a sec,’ Rachael said, wrenching the bag out of my hands. We tussled for a moment and just as I gave in, I heard a loud rip. The seam on Mémé’s dress had split, exposing a large triangle of Rachael’s skin and showering us in a rainbow of sequins.

Rachael looked at me, childlike. ‘Oops!’ She raised her hand over her mouth and shrugged. ‘It’s not like she’ll be needing it anytime soon.’

She stood up, reached for her t-shirt and peeled the dress off. It sank to her ankles, scrunching at her feet, a thistle of black tulle; she stepped out of it and left it lying on the floor.

I waited for Rachael to say something or to turn and pick it up, but she slunk off to the bathroom. Oh, Rach, I thought, and knelt down to collect each coloured sequin from the floor. I found an envelope for the sequins, folded the dress, and together with the album closed them up inside a large cardboard box marked Keep.


Wolfe

The fiery morning sun glinted off dashboards, car bonnets and side mirrors, as Camille and I drove to Rachael’s school. We’d had an urgent call to come see the principal. What on earth about, we were yet to guess. I had an uncomfortable feeling: what now? The air was parched, the grass was browning. Bushfires continued to rage and it was only October. Even the footpaths were too bright to look at. Camille was engrossed in her BlackBerry, her fingers madly clicking; she was classy in her tailored blue suit and black sunnies, her blonde hair brushing her shoulders, her legs extra-long in those heels. I was afraid to touch her in case she crinkled or stained.

I’d gone surfing as I usually did at the arse crack of every other dawn, but it wasn’t the same without Rach. We always surfed, Rach and me. She was a real natural – the type who could surf before they could walk. Just about, anyway. I remember her rocking around in the back of the pick-up, no seat belt, slamming the corners, sandwiched in between my boards. She’d be laughing with Mr Brown in her arms, his tail wagging, their mouths open, drinking wild ocean air as I drove cliff-side to the beach. But since Clippo it was just me and Mr B, and even as I sat behind the wheel, or slammed down on my board, or toked on a fat one, I just couldn’t shake this bad feeling.

I parked the Ford on a hill, beside mansion houses with stellar views, and placed a brick behind the back wheel; Camille rolled her eyes to the sky and wished aloud that I’d trade the truck in for something a little more modern. I winked and she gave me a greasy, marching off ahead. I grinned after her. I couldn’t help myself. After all these years, she still bit easier than a snake.

We walked down a winding asphalt path in the direction of the principal’s office. Girls in short blue skirts and yellow polo shirts played volleyball on the oval; they looked about Rach’s age, and I peered over the hedge to see if I could spot her, but Cam glared at me as if I were being a perv, and we moved on.

Carol, the receptionist, tapped at her keyboard – her coral-painted nails like claws. Finally, she led us into an empty office and told us to wait.

It was only ten and I could already feel my shirt sticking to my back and a suspicious intermittent whiff of B.O. I stuck my finger under the top button of my collar. It felt like prison, but Cam had insisted. What kind of parents will they think we are? she’d shrieked. As if a bloody tie would help! I loosened it anyway.

Cam sat with her back straight, staring ahead, stress pinching the corners of her mouth. She was cut off. Unreadable. Miles away. Her BlackBerry vibrated; she retrieved it from her bag.

The office was laid out sparsely in shades of grey and beige, with no hint of the personal; a desk diary, a laptop, some pens – all with the Rutherford emblem: a large black bird (a crow?) perched on a helmet and the words Nec sorte nec fato: Neither by chance nor by fate. There was a massive window with one hell of a harbour view. Blue skies, loads of sparkle and a bunch of old salties already setting sail. I’d have given my front teeth to be out there.

Portraits of all the old ducks who’d been principal before this one lined the wall. All grey-haired and poker-faced. And then Ms Sheehan bustled in. She was squeezed into her dress like a stuffed sausage, with a mop of grey hair, a square unpainted face and a mouth like a cat’s bum. A long gold pendant dangled on a chain between a set of hefty knockers. No, there was definitely no chance, nor fate around this joint.

It was Cam who’d wanted Rach to come here, where the girls wore straw hats and yellow ribbons in their hair and sang hymns at assembly and churned out nice young ladies. Where the land was more expensive than Parliament House, and older too, with a lawn rolling all the way to the harbour’s edge and a big white Federation house that once belonged to a founding father. I said we didn’t have the money, but Cam said we’d find it.

Cam rose and shook the woman’s hand. We mumbled hellos and how-are-yous, nodding and smiling and being generally charming. Ms Sheehan had an iron grip and a tough gaze and I found I put my shoulders back and stood up straight and suddenly I was sixteen again and about to be rapped across the backside for skiving school for the hundredth time.

Ms Sheehan seated herself behind her desk, and launched straight into business. ‘I’m sorry to call you in here so urgently, but we’ve got a situation.’

Cam and I blinked at each other.

Goddamn it, I knew things had been too quiet for too long. When it felt too good to be true, the old man used to say, it usually meant it was.

‘Rachael is currently sitting in the boardroom. I wanted to talk to you first.’ Ms Sheehan cleared her throat. ‘This morning Rachael made a sexual misconduct complaint against one of our teachers.’

Something clutched in my guts. I leant forward, struggling to focus. ‘Sexual misconduct?’

Cam’s eyes were wide open, unblinking.

‘Of course, I will explain.’ Sheehan raised her palm. ‘I summoned Rachael to my office to talk about Rebecca Tomlinson’s missing painting. Both artworks are in the running for the Whiteley Prize, as you know. But last Thursday Rebecca’s went missing. I received a report that someone had seen Rachael leaving the hall where both paintings were displayed, so naturally I called her in to ask questions. I’m sure you’re aware that since the two had a falling-out last year there’ve been a number of incidents between them.’ I remembered Becca – she had the sort of look that made your eyelids bleed. They’d been besties when Rach had arrived at the school the year before, but were now sworn enemies – over what? I was scared to guess.

‘In any case, when I queried her about the painting she claimed to know nothing and then broke down in tears. She then declared that her photography teacher, Mr Everett, had been speaking to her suggestively and had tried to touch her inappropriately in the darkroom after school.’

My tongue felt heavy and dry; I tried to find the words, but they didn’t come.

‘As you know, scandal is not tolerated here . . .’ Ms Sheehan continued.

Camille shot me a look, a red flush crawling up her neck.

‘Scandal?’ I managed to squeak out. Sweat trickled down my back. Fuck it. I undid the button on my collar and wrenched my tie away from my neck. ‘Who is this guy?’ My voice cracked.

‘I understand this is a shock, Mr Larkin. The police will be informed and an investigation will be arranged.’

‘Police?’ My head felt weighed down. ‘Is Rach okay? I want to see her.’

I felt Cam’s cool hand on my arm. She nodded towards Sheehan.

Questions swarmed, one after the other: who? what? when? how?

Through the window I could see the garden fill with young girls carrying their schoolbooks and moving from one class to the other. Where was my girl? She should be down there now, going to maths or geography or French or whatever and laughing with her girlfriends and thinking about surfing or . . . ponies. But who was I kidding? Rach had long since ditched her Barbies.

‘So what went on . . . exactly?’ I asked.

Sheehan opened a folder on her desk and read from a notepad, ‘According to Rachael, her exact words were, “. . . Put his hand on my bum.” And then, “Tried to kiss me.”’

I couldn’t believe this was happening.

‘I must tell you,’ Sheehan continued, ‘Mr Everett is an upstanding, brilliant and well-respected teacher, with a spotless record. We appointed him six months ago and are lucky to have him. I, too, am astounded by this complaint.’

I felt my cheek twitch.

‘Rachael mentioned she wasn’t the only one, but other students have yet to come forward.’ Sheehan’s eyes shifted from Cam to me. ‘I spoke to Rachael’s other teachers very briefly . . .’ she paused, as if weighing up whether to continue. ‘. . . An interesting picture has emerged. She’s a gifted artist – an exceptional pupil. But they reported some negative social behaviour. You remember when we last talked, Mrs Larkin . . .’

I looked at Cam. What did she mean, last talked? But Cam wouldn’t meet my eye.

‘I suggested several months ago that Rachael see a psychologist.’

‘I don’t believe she needs to see one,’ Camille said firmly.

‘What? Why?’ I said.

Ms Sheehan’s eyes were matter-of-fact, almost dead. ‘She lies, Mr Larkin.’

The vein in my neck began to pulse.

‘That’s ridiculous!’ Camille protested. ‘Rachael’s talented. People get jealous.’

Jealous? I had to check to see if Cam was joking, but she was absolutely serious.

The corners of the headmistress’s lips twitched; she was in her element now. ‘During the class-captain elections there were reports that Rachael had bullied people into voting for her. Regardless, she didn’t win. And before that the librarian, Mrs Furlong, reminded me that she had had to ask Rachael to hand in her monitor’s badge because she’d not been scanning in returned items – students were getting into trouble! She’d been asked three times to correct the mistake.’ As she spoke, she uncapped the end of her pendant to reveal a pen. ‘More than once, Rachael reported Rebecca for smoking behind the toilets, but each time there was no one there. Instead, Ms Fairlight-Smith, the school counsellor, smelt alcohol and cigarettes on Rachael, but she swore that Ms Fairlight-Smith was mistaken and we couldn’t prove anything. All of her teachers have reported similar incidents: that Rachael always offered to help but they then discovered the task had never been done, although she said it had; messages hadn’t been passed on; tidying of the art room had been left; someone’s lunch had not been delivered; when asked to purchase some books from the school bookshop the books never turned up and the money was never seen again. Not to mention the amount of sick days she’s had. One of the teachers actually said she has come to expect Rachael to lie.’

It was hard to hear this stuff. I didn’t know what to think, to say. I was floored.

‘So I can’t ignore the evidence.’ She clipped the pen back in. ‘We had high hopes for Rachael. She can be so charming.’

The bell rang again for the next class. I sat there, inert, still in a fog of indecision and shock and worse, sick to my stomach with this creeping sense of dread: how had this happened?

Cam spoke up. ‘It doesn’t mean her story’s not true.’

Sheehan leant back in her chair. ‘Mr and Mrs Larkin, I just want you to be fully aware of all the facts.’ She tapped the pendant against the edge of her desk. ‘Please understand an investigation could make things very difficult for Rachael.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘A full investigation involves informing the Joint Investigation Response Teams (JIRT), which is the joint department for the police and community services and then also the New South Wales Ombudsman. A statement will be required from Rachael for the police to proceed with the investigation and to determine whether there are potential criminal charges. After we have the go-ahead from the JIRT, we will conduct our own investigation using a team of lawyers. All of Rachael’s personal items – letters, emails, social media accounts, etc . . . will have to be made accessible to the investigators. If the case becomes a criminal one, she will be asked to testify in court. Both parties will be suspended for their own protection. Rachael’s peers and other teachers will naturally make assumptions – although we try our utmost to contain this – and she will most likely be the source of endless gossip. It will not only extend to this school but other schools in the community and the community itself. If you want to put Rachael through that, only for there to be no sustained findings, then let’s continue.’

I sat there dumbfounded; Camille also seemed to be frozen.

‘There’s another option,’ Sheehan said quietly, when we didn’t respond. ‘Rachael could choose to go to another school.’

I looked at Camille, was this a joke? ‘Sounds to me like you just want to sweep it under the carpet. Save your reputation.’

Sheehan held her hands up. ‘Very well then. The police will be in contact.’

Camille’s hand covered her mouth; I squeezed her arm.

Sheehan stood up. ‘We’ll also be following up the missing painting – of course.’ She paused by the door. ‘Please follow me.’

She led us through the reception to the boardroom, but when she opened the door we were confronted with twelve vacant chairs and a bare mahogany table – the room was empty. Sheehan marched out to the receptionist, who responded weakly, ‘She said she needed to go to the loo.’

 

*

The engine revved loudly as I swerved round the bend, taking my anger out on the brakes. I didn’t know what to think. Sheehan’s remarks were out of order. Who did she think she was? Calling my kid a liar. And bloody Rach – typical Rachael throwing a disappearing act. And was this guy really a sleazebag? Was Rach telling the truth? Did they have a pervert roaming the school halls? Christ. A migraine began to push at my temples.

Camille gripped the door handle. ‘Slow down,’ she said. But I didn’t care. We’d been driving for thirty minutes now. We’d tried to call Rach’s mobile, but it rang out. I scanned the footpaths but knew she wouldn’t be on the street. She wasn’t on land right now, but she’d wish she were when I got my hands on her.

‘I felt like a bloody fool in there.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Right.’

‘I didn’t think . . .’

‘You can’t keep me in the dark.’

‘Just watch the bloody road!’ she yelled and I slammed on the brakes. The car behind me hit the horn and I stuck my fist out the window.

‘Do you have to?’ she said, shaking her head.

The lights changed, the car in front began to move off and I put the Ford into gear. ‘How could she just run off like that?’

‘She’s upset, Wolfe,’ she said. ‘She’s scared!’

‘This is bullshit, Cam.’

‘For God’s sake!’

‘Why can’t she sit down and talk to us like a normal person for once?’

I drove on in silence to our favourite beach, slowing the Ford and cruising down the boardwalk; I craned my neck to get a good look at the line-up. Seagulls swooped and swirled, the sun was at its peak, glaring hard and bleaching out the colours, all except the sea.

Way out on the horizon, I saw a line of black figures bobbing up and down in the swell. I’d barely stopped the car before I’d ripped my clothes off, stepped into a pair of boardies and grabbed my board from the boot. I ran off towards the shore, leaving the Ford in the middle of the street with the keys in the ignition. ‘Wolfe!’ shouted Camille, but I ran on. I knew she’d be out there.

There was a strong offshore wind and the swell was ripping right and left. Camille’s voice behind me: ‘Wolfe, go easy!’ But she was lost to the wind.

I stood on the shore, squinting. White heat hammered down. Clear water kissed my ankles. There was a bunch of them, ten, maybe twelve drifters, about fifty metres out the back. A three-setter came rolling in and a few of them raced like crazy for the first one. They were blokes, mostly, so it was easy to spot her.

A female silhouette carved left and right on a pink and yellow board with a pair of wolf’s eyes on the tail – the board I’d made for her. She sailed through the water, cutting a fine line – so damn elegant; if I hadn’t been so pissed, I would have been in awe. She passed others who crashed out, but then she looked to the shore and froze. She’d seen me. She sank down off the back of the wave and disappeared between the peaks.

I waded in, cold water splashing my thighs. I strained to spot her between the blue and white marbled chop, until finally the dark mass of the back of her head popped up. She lay flat on the board, chest down, riding the crest forwards, away from the beach, shucking out to the line-up again.

You wanna chase? I’ll give you a bloody chase.

I slammed down on my board and hot-tailed it after her. There was a rip and the waves split, bombing both to the left and to the right; a strong current ran against me and I had to work twice as hard to catch up. The waves charged towards me. I took a deep breath and duck-dived underneath and felt the force of their weight belt over my back. Two or three times I went under until I cleared the inside.

Rach had reached the boys and was sitting upright, straddling her board, feet dangling.

‘Hey!’ I yelled, paddling harder, still a few yards away.

She turned to face the horizon, hoping in vain for the next get-out clause.

In the distance, a capper, slow and mushy, a real lame puff hardly worth the effort, pootled towards us.

‘Wait!’ I yelled, but she sidled away.

The water sucked back. Rach paddled furiously, but she’d stuffed her timing and it lifted and bellowed out, flaccid, beneath her. I rose on its belly to the lip and came slapping down on the other side.

I recognised a bunch of old mates. Was that Clippo in the distance? Muscle-bound biceps covered in ink slunk away in the opposite direction and disappeared out of view. I was seeing him everywhere.

‘How’s it garn, old man?’ It was Chaz. He held his palm in the air for a high five but I left him hanging and paddled by Mattie, Gull and Davo. I’d made most of these guys a board or two at some time or another and smoked a joint with them occasionally, but I didn’t like my kid hanging out with them.

Rach gave me a dirty look. Four blokes and the ocean stood between us. She swivelled around, searching for her next ride, finding only a lull.

‘Rach, yer old man’s got it in for ya!’ shouted Chaz. ‘Doesn’t remember skippin’ school hisself!’

‘Stay outta this one, Chazza,’ I said.

I heard some low whistles and catcalls.

‘Stop running, Rach.’ I was close enough now I didn’t have to yell. ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’

‘Jesus, Dad. Leave me alone!’

‘Bellio! My chariot has arrived!’ someone whooped, pointing to the army rising on the horizon.

The swell rolled in, growing larger and gaining speed. Four fat bombers came in fast. We clocked each other and I knew the one she was waiting for: the last and the biggest. Up and down we went as the first three flowed beneath us. We stared each other down. I’d taught her everything she knew: I knew what she would do even before she did it herself.

Rach crouched down, her eyes small slits, turning towards the shore. It was on.

She ran her arms through the water, pumping her shoulders hard. The pull drew her backwards, sucking her upwards, gaining speed, until she grabbed both sides of the board and jumped up to standing. I was further down the line and took off quickly, the curl chasing me. I ripped left and right, dragged my hand in the water. Suddenly she was underneath me. The crest began to crumble. I ran out of room. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ But she had snaked me. I couldn’t push my daughter out of the way and before I could dive off myself, our boards slammed together. We lost traction and tumbled into the whitewash.

A mountain of water crashed over us and we were caught inside, churned about in a fierce cycle. Something kicked me in the side; it was her foot. We toppled over one another. Our boards banged, wrestling against their ties, my lungs bursting for air. Eventually I came up spluttering, the ripcord pulling on my leg, my board twisting in the froth.

Rach sprang up about a foot away. ‘You fucked it up!’ she coughed.

‘No, you fucked it up,’ I said, grabbing her wrist. ‘That was fucking dangerous what you did.’

‘Let me go!’ She pulled her arm away.

‘What the fuck’s going on, Rach?’

Her face screwed up and then resumed its mask.

We were caught in the boneyard. The water became shallow, the suction so strong it pulled our legs from beneath us and we looked up to see the body of a wave hovering above. We held our breath and dived underneath as it crashed over.

We came up for air. Rach gasped, ‘You wouldn’t understand.’

She began to paddle back out to the horizon, but I grabbed her foot. She struggled, kicking me away. I held on until another wave was upon us, swallowing us in one mouthful. We were dragged under again, flipped round and round in a drum roll. My muscles ached, my senses blacked out, my lungs ripped apart. The muted vibrations of the world cracked. The noise of marbles breaking overhead. Dullness. You couldn’t fight it.

Eventually we were pushed to the shoreline. Exhausted, we crawled out and collapsed onto the sand, the sea sweeping around our toes. ‘What happened?’ I wheezed and caught Rach’s eye. ‘Is it true? Did he do something?’

Camille ran to us, her face knotted in worry and anger – not at Rachael, but at me. ‘Are you trying to kill her?’

I slumped on to my back, coughing. ‘Oh, Jesus.’

Camille helped Rachael to her feet and threw her arms around her shoulders. ‘Come on, honey, let’s get you home.’


Camille

Wolfe snored; deep lines were brandished into his skin from years in the sun. One of his eyebrows stopped short where he’d been hit with a surfboard, knocked out and left with a scar. I was still upset with him. Wolfe had been way too harsh. That was not the way to handle Rachael. I was amazed he had slept at all. I had been restless all night. But then to just be was a particular talent of his. Some would call it laidback, others lazy. ‘Wolfe time, is it?’ I’d said as I stood on a chair to change the light bulb in our bedroom; we’d been dressing in the dark for ten days. Over the years, it had become our own idiom. Only when the toilet had actually fallen off the wall in the bathroom and the kitchen had flooded from old plumbing had he finally agreed to update his parents’ house. That was after nine years of badgering. Wolfe had an endearing – or frustrating, depending on which way you looked at it – preference for things to stay the same.

There was a light musky smell in Rachael’s room. She, too, slept. I opened the window a sliver and turned to her desk. It was a mess. Tourist pictures of Paris, postcards of artists and their work, were stuck to her corkboard. A series of black-and-white photographs which I’d not seen before were spread over her desktop. They were shots of a couple, strangers, in an underground basement bar, smoking and talking and later sitting naked on the edge of a bed. The smoke disfigured their faces. There was something too adult about them, at odds with Rach’s own cheeks, peachy and round. Underneath those were several others, half-naked self-portraits, taken in the mirror. It made me feel uneasy and yet I didn’t want to stifle her creativity by insisting she stick to Disney subject matter. Rachael was too talented. It was all I could do to give her the best opportunity for success. The pictures had been developed in Ashley Everett’s darkroom – and possibly under his eye. I knew this Ashley Everett from her school. I’d seen the aloof glaze over his eyes, the lazy slouching of the shoulders, the thinning of his blond stringy hair and the hesitance in his stride; he’d possibly coasted on his looks for most of his life, but now age was chipping away and things did not come so easily. Except the adoration of teenage girls. That was easy.

I stroked Rach’s forehead, pushing back the stray strands of her hair. Was she all right? God, what had this man done?

She stirred, memory crawled in and a worry line appeared between her eyes. ‘Oh, crap,’ she said, rubbing her forehead.

‘My poor baby. Are you okay?’

‘Camille, I don’t want to talk about it.’ She flicked her sheets over her face.

‘Oh, honey.’ I wanted to hug her tight, check that she was still in one piece – that her flawless skin was unmarked. But I held back.

She brought the sheet down slowly, revealing eyes like jelly, tears about to topple over the rims.

I felt my own tears pull at the corners and strained to hold on to them. Be strong. She needs you to be strong.

‘You can tell me,’ I said, trying to level my voice and sound positive. ‘We can help.’ I stroked her wrist.

She looked at me hesitantly.

‘The police called. They want to come round to get your statement.’

She sat up abruptly. ‘What? No!’ She tore the sheets off, swung her legs to the ground. ‘I don’t want to talk to them.’

‘Darling . . . they won’t be able to press charges without it.’

‘You don’t understand. You don’t know what he’s like.’

My imagination ran wild; I began to feel afraid for her.

She drew her knees up to her chest. ‘Camille?’

I struggled to remain calm. ‘Yes, darling?’

‘I’m fucking scared. I want to go to Paris now.’

‘I know, honey. I’m so sorry.’ Paris. Yes, why couldn’t I magic us there right now? I smoothed her hair back and looked at her face, seeing there were slight shadows under her eyes and wondering what other unseen trauma she suffered. ‘We’ll see. If the Beaux-Arts come back we’ll go then,’ I said, putting my arms around her.

‘We’ll work it out. Just tell me everything, okay?’ Still stroking her hair, I noticed her painting, ‘Three Women’, leaning against her wardrobe. ‘Ms Sheehan told us about Becca’s missing painting,’ I said.

She pulled back sharply. ‘Oh – that bitch. I’m glad.’

Poor lamb, she must be so angry, so confused. ‘She would never have won over you anyway,’ I said, trying to make her feel better but knowing no matter what I did or said, this sinking feeling would be hard to alleviate. I decided to let the matter rest for the moment; there was no point in pressuring her – Rachael would come to me in her own time.

 

*

Later, Wolfe cornered me in our bedroom. ‘I’m sorry about yesterday. I was in shock.’

His shoulders were taut. He had even forgone his surf today.

This event had rocked us both.

‘We’ll get through this,’ I said, trying to find some kind of comfort, but as soon as I said it my mouth went dry and I physically recoiled. A teacher – a person in a position of power, someone who should know better – it was a complete violation. How? How would we get through this?

I looked at Wolfe, neither of us wanting to say what was on our minds.

‘Has she told you what happened yet?’

I shook my head. ‘She doesn’t want to talk to the police.’

‘Why not?’

‘She’s frightened he’ll come after her.’

Wolfe’s jaw tightened.

I squeezed his shoulder. ‘Leave her for today. I’ll try to talk to her again tomorrow and then we’ll work it out from there. She’s exhausted.’

‘Cam?’ He grabbed the end of my fingers.

‘Yeah?’

‘You don’t think there’s any truth in the lying stuff, do you?’

His green eyes, the same as hers, searched mine for answers. There’d been times in the past when there’d been questions, but we’d solved those issues. ‘Right now, she needs our support.’

But he looked uncertain. ‘Why didn’t you tell me about the psych stuff?’

I touched his face. ‘These people will say anything to make the problem go away – including suggesting that Rachael is a liar.’

The lines across his forehead deepened, the worry travelling through his thoughts. I knew what he was thinking and wondered if he doubted her because of it. I shook the memory away and squeezed Wolfe’s hand. ‘We have to trust her. You have to trust her.’

He looked away. ‘Yeah, yeah, you’re right.’ He ran his thumb along his eyebrow. ‘I don’t know. How did we get here?’

There were many things about parenting we’d disagreed on over the years; he with his hands-off ‘Let them be their own person’ attitude and me with my preference for guidance, which he referred to as ‘overinvolved’. But I’d always made sure that he felt like some things were his decision.

‘You’ve always been an amazing dad,’ I said.

‘Jeez. I was shit-scared. Still am.’ He pulled me down beside him on the bed and held me against his chest; I looked up and saw his eyelashes blinking up at the ceiling. ‘She had always had that knowing look in her eye – even back then.’

 

*

I decided to go to work. My latest project was a nineteenth-century oil on canvas entitled La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux, or Bathing Woman with Red Hair, by Gustave Courbet. Normally I would have been salivating to get started, but everything, even this, was tinged with a sour taste. Its current owners, the Blakes, brought it to auction only to discover there were provenance complications: a restitution claim listed it as stolen Jewish art. I stopped in at Lonsdale’s auction house to begin my investigation in their laboratory.

I was glad for the distraction. I wished to close my eyes and when I opened them again none of this would be happening. I felt so ill about the whole thing and heard myself sigh; God, I sounded like my mother. She had had this way of pushing air out when she was stressed and I had hated it.

Poor Rach. This was what happened when you had a gifted child. They were singled out – marginalised, taken advantage of by people in positions of power trying to put them down. I just had to hold it all together. There was her emotional state to consider and her reputation and schooling. This was her second high school. She had seemed so settled. And the question remained – what to do about the teacher?

But I knew Wolfe had been thinking about Clippo. We’d got through that and we’d get through this too.

Jane at the front desk said hello and handed me my security pass; I signed in and she waved me through the security doors – I’d been coming here for years. Inside the windowless lab, a halo of dimmed light surrounded a small canvas, removed from its frame and mounted on an easel ready for my examination; a box file containing paperwork lay on the bench. I heard myself gasp gently: La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux. She was magnificent. Of course I always saw pictures of the paintings I researched but every time I saw the real thing – especially if it had only been in private collections – I was reduced to childlike astonishment.

I unpacked my camera, laptop and notepad, slid on my cotton gloves and began. Painted in muted colours, the subject, a nude female, languished in the Odalisque pose on a white blanket in a lush garden landscape, her unlit face turning demurely away from the viewer, auburn tresses falling over her shoulders and chest. The longer I stared, the more she revealed. I noted the presence of body hair and scratches on her skin from her corset, and the use of broad and rough brushstrokes, all of which was suggestive of the realist movement. I took a closer look through the magnifying lamp and saw ridges from a finger or thumbprint in the paint. I loved the portrayal of skin on the canvas, the power of Lucian Freud’s fleshy bodies as opposed to the minute detail of Chuck Close’s giant photorealist faces; the landscape of a human body could tell you much more about the subject than the face alone. In the far right-hand bottom corner was a signature scribbled in orange oil: G. Courbet. I really was lucky.

Taking down the canvas measurements – it was small enough to fit in a satchel and appeared to be its original size, I carefully turned it over. The stretcher was made of dark mahogany, its surface covered in dust, traces of old chalk – long since illegible – and several labels, the most obvious of which were two that were fully intact from Christie’s and Sotheby’s auction houses, others were just yellowed fragments. Running my hands against the rough, unsealed wood I felt the remnants of a wax seal and could make out the words Atelier de G but the rest of it had disappeared. I guided the magnifying glass slowly across the stretcher, hovering over each crack and minuscule abrasion and found two faded stamps, both of which were indecipherable, and a French export stamp – so we knew it had crossed the French border. Well, we certainly knew that . . .

‘What’s your story?’ I said out loud, and then took a series of photographs for my files. I meditated on the actual evidence before forming any initial thoughts and then, feeling satisfied I had everything I needed to start, I took one last lingering look before packing up and returning to my office, feeling slightly smug that I could come back for a private viewing any time.

My studio was in an old wool bondstore, which had been turned into offices in the early eighties. The area used to be a major shipbuilding part of the harbour but had since been gentrified with coffee shops and media companies. I’d chosen it for the huge windows, which looked across the roofs of the old wharf cottages down to the harbour and filled the office with light.

Sitting at my desk, I switched on my banker’s lamp and opened the box file. I always liked to examine the painting with fresh eyes and then read the paperwork afterwards. The last known provenance was scant and had been written up in Christie’s 1979 sale catalogue, from where the Blakes had bought it:

 

Christie’s, New York, 27 April 1979, lot 170; Christie’s, New York, 16 March 1972, lot 283; Mr and Mrs T.S. Michaels, sale of the estate of Baroness Constance Lech, Sotheby’s, New York, 3 November 1967; Georges Bernard, Georges-Petit Gallery, Paris, 1908; Private Collector, Paris, 1871.

 

There was a distinct gap during the war years. How had it gone from Georges Bernard’s possession in 1908 to the estate of Baroness Constance Lech in 1967?

I plugged my camera in and uploaded the photos, preparing to catalogue them.

Of course, it could have been passed on legitimately – sold prior to the war, and the evidence was yet to be located. The painting was last sold in 1979, and it was almost another twenty years before the US declassified official army reports detailing the extent of Nazi art plunder, and the truth became more accessible. Museums agreed to carry out extensive provenance research and many were shocked to discover stolen Jewish art displayed on their walls.

I singled out the photos of the unidentified stamps and attached them to an email to Monica, my contact at the Courtauld Institute in London, who specialised in European dealer stamps. I also wrote to my friend at the National Library in Canberra to send me the painting’s record in the last-written catalogue raisonné – this was a heavily researched document compiled by an expert on an artist and essential for proving authenticity and provenance. Ideally it would include a timeline, information on the subject, the artist’s location at the time, previous owners, exhibitions, bibliographies and other reports.

No obvious assumptions jumped out at me; there wasn’t an ERR reference number. To the layman this code looked innocent enough, painted on the back of the stretcher, and could have belonged to any number of galleries’ systems, but they were catalogue reference numbers for the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg, the Nazi organisation whose primary function was the looting and confiscation of ‘ownerless’ Jewish art collections during the occupation in France. To double-check, I ran a quick search on the ERR Project’s website, but nothing came up. I had to be extra thorough in this instance. Being a Courbet and allegedly stolen Jewish art, the case would attract huge attention; it would make the papers, worldwide Jewish organisations would make it their fight – there was no room for errors. I always made a point of not getting involved with either claimants or consignors; Nazi Holocaust provenance cases were highly sensitive and fraught with emotion. It was my job to complete the provenance. The Blakes hoped to find proof that the claimants had sold the painting well before the beginning of the Second World War and were therefore not entitled to anything.

I slumped in my chair and picked up a copy of the letter from the claimant’s lawyers filed with the Looted Art Registry. Selina Goldman and her grandmother, Lilian Bernard, the daughter of the original owner, Georges Bernard, had registered the painting as stolen in 1999. La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux was not the only valuable artwork missing from their family’s possession. I wondered why it had taken them so long to register it. Why hadn’t Lilian done it straight after the war? According to the notes, Georges Bernard had lived with his family at 56 Rue de Varenne, in the seventh arrondissement of Paris and had been a senior banking executive at Lazard Frères before it was ‘Aryanised’ by the Nazis. They were middle class, wealthy, had a minor art collection and were also Jewish. Georges had planned to escape with his family to America via Portugal, but they were arrested before they could leave and sent to Drancy internment camp on 20 August 1941. The only surviving member of the family, Georges’ daughter Lilian, who was only thirteen when interned, recalled that the painting used to hang in the family’s sitting room, next to the grandfather clock.

There would be auction house sales catalogues I had to get hold of – Christie’s, Sotheby’s and Galerie Georges-Petit. I should check, too, if the Bernards had any family records – although I doubted I would be given access to those. I wondered if my grandfather had ever come across La Baigneuse.

In my bar fridge there was a bottle of white wine that was already open. I poured myself a glass and sat by the window where the air was warm, but still cooler than the room, and looked across the crinkle-cut iron roofs of the little cottages, towards the harbour.

My grandfather.

What would he do? What had he taught me?

I didn’t even know if he was still alive.

The sky seemed deeper and vaster than usual today and for a moment I caught myself wondering whether my mother was up there, watching me, if she could see me now, wondering whether I should contact him again.

Anton Delamotte was an esteemed art scholar and expert in nineteenth-century French painting; originally trained at the Sorbonne and then the Louvre’s art school, he became a curator and professor at the Louvre before leaving to work independently; his speciality was Delacroix and he had co-authored an updated catalogue raisonné on the artist, as well as being an official Delacroix authenticator.

But I had known him as a man with a large shiny forehead, who cared more for fine art and objects than anything that lived and breathed.

I swallowed the last splash of wine and realised that, as my mother’s executor, I might be legally obliged to inform her family of her death, even if we hadn’t spoken in over twenty years.

 

*

As I drove home through the city, my mobile rang. It was Barry Lonsdale, auctioneer and founder of Lonsdale’s, and the man who had commissioned me to do the research on behalf of the Blakes.

‘Mills.’ It was his special nickname for me. Barry and I were old friends and had worked together for years. In the seventies, he had studied art history in London at the Royal Academy, where he’d met the A to Z of Tatler magazine’s social pages, the springboard for his successful business.

‘Baz.’

‘I’ve got Rosalind Blake barking at me for answers – have you found anything?’

‘I’m on it, Baz – you know what these things are like. Sometimes you have it solved in an afternoon and sometimes never.’

‘Their Parisian lawyers are meeting with the claimants on 16 November in preparation for the mediation. Will you be ready by then?’

‘Who knows? Maybe. Look, I haven’t found anything to indicate that it was stolen but I’ve barely scratched the surface.’

‘Keep me posted.’

We rang off. It wasn’t a lot of time. These things couldn’t be forced. I hated being pressured, but then I was dealing with the Blakes and they lived for a fight. And I needed the huge sum I would be paid for my efforts.

 

*

A strange car was parked in our driveway as I pulled up to the house. In the shade of the veranda, a man moved. I saw floppy blond hair and recognised Ashley Everett. How had he got our address? He wore the scuffed brown leather jacket that all the girls swooned over, but I thought just looked cheap.

I ripped the keys out of the ignition, grabbed my phone from the console and left the car door open, trying to stifle the heartbeat in my throat. He had some nerve showing up here.

‘Can I help you?’ I asked, feeling the anger rise up in me.

‘I came to see Rachael.’ His eyes shifted nervously. They were small piggish eyes, too close to the nasal shaft.

‘I don’t know how you found our address, but you shouldn’t be here.’

He stood in front of the door, barring the entrance to the house. I held my keys, sliding one of them in between my fingers.

He looked like a man drowning, sweat on his temples. Finally he said, ‘Nothing happened.’

‘You’d better leave.’

His face went bright pink and he shook his finger at me. ‘I never laid a fucking hand on her. Shit. You know this will ruin me, don’t you?’ His eyes filled with tears. ‘It’s not good for her either.’

He looked deranged and I began to feel afraid – I gripped my keys harder.

‘There’s something wrong with your daughter.’ His hands scraped through his hair. ‘She lies . . . She came on to me!’ He was frantic now. ‘You must know that. She stole that painting. She knows I know and that’s why she made up this story.’

Panic surged. I held my phone up, my hand shaking. ‘I’m calling the police!’

But he scuttled down the drive to his car and drove off with a screech before I could press the buttons. I let my breath go. I was trembling so much it took me several times to get my keys in the lock.

Inside, I went straight to the kitchen and poured myself a gin. Wolfe and Rachael were out. I decided not to mention this little incident to either of them.

It took me another gin to calm down. The man’s voice haunted me. He was desperate and desperate people did unpredictable things. Who knew what he was capable of? He was clearly backed into a corner and didn’t know how to get out. Perhaps I should call the police? But that would just escalate matters, which was the last thing I wanted to do. Would he come back? Would he come for Rachael? No wonder she was afraid. The man was completely deluded! How dare he come here and call my daughter a liar!

With my nerves half-settled, needing to keep busy, I went in search for my mother’s address book. Wolfe’s father had made the garage a collecting house for unclaimed possessions from the police station, where he’d been a high-ranking detective. One side was filled with useless bric-a-brac and now my mother’s boxes and Wolfe had converted the other half of the garage into a shaping room and a workshop. At the far end was a drafting table covered with sketches of new surfboard designs and hand-drawn motifs; a rack of completed surfboards was stacked in braces along another wall, and an old wooden Aloha he’d brought back from a trip to Hawaii hung from the rafters. In the sectioned-off shaping room – a specially designed rectangular cubicle, painted in blue and lit with waist-high horizontal white lights – a new board he was working on balanced across a sawhorse. Wolfe spent hours shaping his boards, experimenting and testing. But he was a one-man band, not interested in business or money, and so his amazing craftsmanship was known only to a bunch of locals. ‘I’m happy the way things are,’ he’d say to me when I badgered him about it. ‘I’m no artist, Cam. Don’t try to make me one.’

I slit the packing tape on one of my mother’s boxes marked Keep and began searching for an old address book with my mother’s family details. She stole that painting . . . It was Ashley Everett’s voice in my head. I shivered, and felt the anger surge again – how dare he.

Her address book was in here somewhere. I flicked through various papers and files, and came across some letters and postcards and a few photographs. I recognised the lightweight tissue of the blue airmail paper my mother and I used to use when I had lived with her family in Paris.

You don’t have to go, my mother had said before I’d left to stay with her family. It’s not too late. They’re different people. You’ll see. But she never did talk about it.

My Parisian days had been faithfully recorded in diaries and letters to my mother. I’d filled them with pictures of art, architecture, photographs, tickets for the cinema, the metro, the museums and also notes from my grandfather. I loved his handwriting; he had perfect even strokes and I looked forward to every Monday when I would find instructions to that week’s art study left on the side table in the hall and then to the following Friday when we would meet in his study for a follow-up discussion. But that was a short interlude in my life. My mother always said, Never write down what you don’t want other people to read. She was right, of course. Francine had read my diary, discovered I was seeing Lucien and sent me home. ‘What can you expect from a girl without a father?’

I picked up the photo I’d taken of my French family and Lucien. I studied his face, so typically French and brooding. No wonder I’d fallen for him. I was charmed and blinded, sucked into Lucien’s sphere of brilliance. I recalled that silly Australian girl, the one who paraded her legs and smiled with sparkly eyes, because that was all she thought she had. It was hard to think of myself as the same person. So open, so ridiculous. She sought something different – genius, gifted, remarkable, ahead of their time – just like the artists her grandfather used to speak of: Delacroix – of course – Vermeer, Rembrandt, Ingres. Anyone could settle for ordinary but not her, it was in her blood. It should have been easy to jump worlds.

To be intoxicated by another. Intoxicated: to drink their presence so that it trickled into your mouth like the taste of whisky, sharp and yet warming, so that your limbs unfolded towards him, opening up to his shining gift.

No, I was not looking for genius anymore. And anyway the talent had, at last, found itself in Rachael. It was Rachael’s gift.


Wolfe

‘Jab with your left, cover with your right,’ the old man used to say. ‘Don’t drop your guard. That’s boxing. That’s life.’ Eventually, even he slipped up. I felt as if I’d dropped my right and scored a bruiser smack bam on the end of the old honker. This Rachael business left me cold; something just wasn’t adding up. I was waiting for Rachael to tell us what had happened, but any mention of the subject and she burst into tears; you couldn’t say boo without her wailing off to her room. Yesterday she ran off and seconds later she was posing in the mirror and snapping a photo with her phone, not a trace of a tear. I was taken aback and it got me wondering how many faces she had. The old man would’ve given her a good clip behind the ear. I didn’t want to admit it, but my doubt was growing. Ms Sheehan’s charge of Rachael as a serious liar was bothering me. Okay, so I had a deep mistrust of authority, but why would she suggest it if there wasn’t some truth to the accusation? Yeah, yeah, she just wanted to dust the whole ugly thing under the carpet and casting doubt on Rachael’s credibility was an easy way out.

But this lying business was beginning to haunt me, and all those times she had lied before began to crowd my head. She’d lied about eating the last of the bolognaise – did that count? About doing the washing-up when she hadn’t. About going to the cinema when she’d really gone to a friend’s house instead. And then there was the time she’d ‘borrowed’ a super-flash new board I’d been working on for one of the pro surfers. One day it was there, the next it had ‘disappeared’. When I asked her if she knew where it was she’d looked up at me with innocent eyes and said, ‘Maybe Wayne came by and picked it up already?’ But the next day it was sitting back in its cradle. When I asked her about it she looked at me blankly as if I’d gone loopy. But wasn’t this normal teenage stuff? I mean, we’ve all been guilty of a white lie. Did a couple of white lies make her an out-and-out liar? You’re meant to love your kid no matter what, but no one talked about what matter your kid was. And what if she was telling the truth about this Everett guy?

Over the last couple of days, Cam and I had taken it in turns to ‘look after’ Rach while this mess was worked out. Mostly she sat in her room drawing, or I took her to the gym or the beach. We didn’t want to keep her under lock and key. We had to get on with things as best we could, pretending to be normal; Cam had to go to work and I had to get stuff done in my workshop. The three of us moved around each other like currents, pushing and pulling in different directions with this black shadow all the time moving underneath. Cam looked terrible; her eyes were hollow, unseeing, and she seemed so frail. And it was beyond hard to talk to her about Rach. To Cam, Rach was this perfect little wave; she could do no wrong. ‘Let her come to us in her own time,’ she said.

In response I put my hand on my heart, found a beat and feigned relief. She cocked her head. ‘Just checking it hasn’t stopped,’ I said. ‘Since when do you sit back and let things happen?’ She rolled her eyes. ‘You been taking those chill pills I’ve been on at you about for years?’

She huffed at me. I shook my head. I was half-serious.

I’d watched Cam and Marguerite together, a single mum and her daughter – like two tangled ropes with a mossy growth underneath. We’d clicked, M and me, but I’d always been the outsider. ‘Don’t let them become like us,’ Marguerite had said, referring to Rachael and Camille. ‘She’s your kid, too.’

I collected the post from our letterbox and flicked through it – mostly bills and then one large envelope with Rach’s school crest on it. It was a formal letter from Ms Sheehan detailing our initial meeting, Rachael’s complaint, and Ashley Everett and Rachael’s suspensions – which were for both parties’ own ‘protection’. The police had called a number of times now, but Rachael had still refused to talk to them.

I wanted to talk to someone who knew about this stuff, so I called up an old mate I’d gone to cop school with, Anne Fellows, who now worked as a child psychologist for the police. She told me to come on down for a chat.

The city walls were an inch thick with graffiti and out of this seedy tip towered a monstrous cement building, bound in barbed wire and steel. The boys in blue strutted in and out. Ice-cool lawyers accompanied men in ill-fitting suits with odd-looking ties. Skinny men covered in tats lit their first bunger as they were let into daylight – the old man never forgave me for failing to make the grade as a detective.

I bumped into Walt and Sharpie. They were plain-clothed, but I could tell by the bulges around their chests they were carrying.

‘Wolfe, matey!’

The three of us shook hands and slapped each other’s shoulders. Old mates from old times. Years ago we’d been nippers, training for the force together and wagging to go surfing one too many times, but these two had got through and were now partners.

‘Come for a job, mate?’ said Sharpie, ever the smart-arse.

‘Nah, mate, just dropping in on Fellows.’

‘Mate, you’re damn lucky you made the great escape from here,’ said Walt, tucking his hands underneath his arms. ‘Terry’s crackin’ down on us all, wavin’ his dick around like a whip. I’m tellin’ you, s’not what it used to be. Not like when your old man ran the department.’

‘Let’s go for that beer some time,’ said Sharpie.

‘Yep, no worries, mate,’ I said, watching them walk off to their plainclothes car.

The automatic doors slid open and I walked into the air-conditioned enquiry room. There were rows of blue plastic chairs, a ticket machine and a small cubicle with a steel grille. Everything else was shut behind security doors. Anne met me in the foyer, signed me in and took me down a warren of corridors. She pressed a code into a keypad and we were buzzed through another door.

Anne Fellows had thickened out since I’d known her at cop school. She wore her hair cut short and had a tough, no-nonsense way about her. I guess you had to, working in this boys’ club.

‘Good to see you, Wolfey. How’s tricks?’

‘Good to see you too. Things have changed. I’m married with a grown-up kid – well, nearly grown up.’

‘So the lone wolf’s got himself a family.’

‘And you?’

‘No time for family round here,’ she said.

‘Can’t be too pretty.’

‘Yeah, not a lot too pretty. So tell me about it.’

I told her briefly about the teacher and Rach. She listened carefully, jotting down notes. ‘I was hoping you could give us some advice?’

‘No worries. Has she made a statement?’

‘Not yet. I mean she won’t.’

She thought for a moment. ‘She doesn’t have to give one if she doesn’t want to. Although we’d need one if you wanted to proceed with a criminal investigation. There also needs to be some corroborative evidence to press charges. That’s the trouble, you see: they often have to act several times before we can get something on them. It’s tough for everyone. Is Rachael coping okay?’

‘She won’t talk about it, even though she told the principal. She won’t tell us.’

‘It’s such a difficult situation. And you? Are you all right?’

I felt guilty about my creeping doubt. ‘I just don’t know what to do.’

‘I don’t blame you. But there’s plenty of assistance out there. Would you like me to speak with her, informally?’

‘Yeah, I guess. You know, she’s still just a kid. I’m not too good on girls. I have trouble enough with my own wife – sorry, I mean sometimes you lot are a bit hard to understand.’

Anne laughed, the lines creasing around her eyes. ‘Tell me about her.’

‘Um, she has no fear. You’d give anything to see her fly on a set.’

‘Just like her old man?’

‘Yeah . . . er . . . she’s just normal, I guess. Difficult. Just like any other chick. There were a few tantrums when she didn’t get her own way.’

‘And what about specific incidents? Has there been anything like this before?’

‘Nah . . . Oh, we had to change her school a few years back. She’d got into a fight in the playground. Got a black eye out of it. But you should’ve seen the other one.’ I smiled at my joke, but Anne didn’t. ‘Some other kid accused her of stealing their Barbie doll,’ I explained, ‘and she swore black and blue she never took it. I think the kid came forward and remembered they’d lost it.’ I hesitated, ‘Oh . . . yeah . . . there was this other time recently, she was a bit out of control. Started seeing this older bloke – a surfer.’ My eyes closed, unable to face the light, and my voice went hoarse. ‘She lied a bit about it, that’s all. Just a few white lies.’ Saying it out loud made it real and I found I couldn’t tell the whole story. ‘Teenagers,’ I joked. ‘Could’ve been anyone’s kid. Just a phase, you know? Did that crap myself.’

Anne nodded her head reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry, Wolfe. I’ll help you or at least get you on the right track. The teacher incident is serious. Do you know who’s handling the investigation?’

I fished out the piece of paper from my wallet with the details of the policewoman who’d been calling us and gave it to Anne.

‘Right, let me speak to them first and then call you to make a time to come back with Rachael and Camille, okay?’ She scribbled on her notepad. ‘You said the school had requested Rachael see a psychologist, but Camille didn’t tell you about this because she believed it wasn’t necessary – that right?’

‘Yeah . . . yeah . . .’ I shook my head. ‘They said she’s got a problem with lying.’ I felt my face go red, as if I had handed Rach over to the lions without a fair trial.

Anne smiled. ‘Don’t worry. You’ve done the right thing.’ She touched my arm and I saw how she’d be good with the kids. How they’d trust her. She had a nice way about her – kind, but to the point.

I leant forward. ‘But what makes a kid lie?’

Anne chewed the end of her pen and said, ‘Could be anything – a number of reasons.’

‘Yes, but what if it’s all the time? What if it’s more serious?’

She laughed, showing silver molars at the back of her mouth. ‘Nine times out of ten they’re just testing boundaries, wanting attention or sometimes they don’t even know why they do it! Very rarely is it more serious than that – a personality disorder for example: antisocial behaviour, borderline personality, sociopathy. But you can’t formally diagnose a kid with these things. Seriously, though, I wouldn’t worry. She’s probably just got character – just like her old man.’

 

*

The Ford was like an oven. The steering wheel was hot to touch. I sat on the edge of the driver’s seat with my feet on the running board and waited. It was mid-afternoon and the sun touched the tip of the skyscrapers in the city. The air was still, not even a burp. I could feel the grease on my forehead. A yard away, a bloke with a beard and a brown paper bag pushed another bloke who’d tried to grab it. A few cars down, a parking cop wrote a ticket. I took a towel from the back, draped it across the wheel, started the engine and got the hell out of there.

On the motorway, I rolled the windows down and hung my head out in the wind like a dog. It was a start. I just had to get Camille on board and then tackle Rachael. Neither an easy task.

The beach was rammed. The sea sparkled emerald on the shore, growing dark blue as it got deeper. There were the odd black patches of seaweed, but otherwise the water was clear. Unsurprisingly, the swell was non-existent. A couple of keeners, a row of black specks on the horizon, just drifted. They were getting nothing anytime soon.

The tar burnt my bare feet. I reached the boardwalk and hung over the railing. Half-naked bodies shone with oil and sunscreen, young kids played with their buckets and spades, red-and-yellow flags marked the safe swim zone. A group of young girls – Rach’s age – sunbathed on their sarongs. They were smoking, wearing big shades and flirting with the lifeguards. They’d come down after school. Just doing normal teenage stuff. Rach should have been down there too.

My feet sank into the yellow sand, hot at first and then just warm. I dropped my towel and ran headlong into the water. The coolness washed over me, peeling back the layers of dirt. I plunged under again, swimming breaststroke, staying under for as long and as far as my single breath could take me.

 

*

I picked Rach up from the gym. She was tight-lipped and surly the entire way home. I thought a workout would have sorted her, broken her mood, but she just stared out the window.

The traffic was moving freely. Mr Brown fumbled about on the floor by Rach’s feet and the Eagles crooned low on the radio.

Her fingers tapped the screen of her phone. I wanted to snatch it from her and chuck it out the window. ‘What do you do on that thing all day?’

She held the phone out against the side mirror and pouted. It clicked. Then she brought it back towards her, typing madly.

‘You know, when I was your age –’

She made a loud groaning noise.

‘No, hear me out – we actually hung out with our mates. Or there was the really old-fashioned thing called a landline.’

‘Yeah, yeah, Wolfe. Give me a break.’

‘Mind taking a break and giving your old man some airtime?’

She rested the phone by her side. ‘It’s a selfie, Dad, we put them on our Facebook walls or post them on Insta or Snapchat.’

‘Snapchat?’

Another groan. ‘It’s like a Mission Impossible photo or video that blows up or disappears into cyberspace after ten seconds.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Sounds dangerous.’

‘Facebook and Twitter are worse: they stay forever.’

‘Twitter?’

‘Oh my god. Do you live under a rock? It’s all about building an online presence. Some people get famous this way. It’s good for my art profile.’

‘Never thought all this celebrity stuff would be your go.’

‘God, Wolfe, don’t be such a philistine.’

Rach switched her focus to the little Hawaiian doll playing the ukulele dangling from my rear-vision mirror. I’d found it on Pipeline when I’d bit off more than I could chew and thought I was a goner. She reached up and touched the grass skirt. ‘Your lucky charm,’ she said. ‘I need one of those.’ She took it off the mirror and examined the doll’s face up close. It was pretty basic looking – painted lips and eyes, a bit like a crude version of Barbie.

‘Take it,’ I said. She stared at it a moment longer then sighed and shook her head. ‘It’s not the same.’ She hung the doll back up. ‘It won’t give me luck.’

I decided now was as good a time as any to broach the subject. ‘Anne Fellows reckons she can help us,’ I said.

The Ford hit a pothole and we bounced up and down with the truck’s dodgy suspension. I had my hand on the gearstick and crunched her into first as we went up a hill.

‘You remember Anne? She knows about this sort of stuff. The law. Investigations. Pressing charges. She talks to young people. Like you.’

She frowned. ‘Charges! I already told Camille: I don’t want to talk to anyone. I don’t want to press charges.’ Her expression was hard and determined.

‘But . . . why?’

‘Can’t we just forget about it?’

‘Rach, it’s out of our hands.’

She let out a grunt of intense irritation.

‘Don’t you want to get this guy for what he’s done?’

Her phone beeped. She picked it up and started angrily pressing the screen and then threw it back down on the seat. ‘It’s just really hard to talk about it, okay?’

We stopped at the lights.

‘Okay, babe. Okay.’

She covered her face with her hands. The nails were bitten and chipped, painted dark purple.

I caught my eyes in the mirror; I felt like an arsehole: was I pushing too hard?

There was a time when she told me everything. When I knew all the crazy stuff that went on in her world. Like when she busted out her first reo; when she was upset that Mr Brown had a paw pad removed; when she’d cried on my chest after getting a black eye in the school playground. But lately we barely spoke to each other. And now here was this teacher. It sent a chill up my spine – like when she snaked in the line-up for fun. She’d circle around the back of the guys in an S-shape and sneak in to be the first one to shoot off. The blokes were well pissed off, but never said anything because she was a chick and young and, I guess, my kid, so she got away with it, gliding off with a grin on her mug. It was bad form and I told her so. She didn’t seem to care.

Finally, she lifted her head up, wiped her nose with the back of her hand and said, ‘All right, I’ll tell you.’

Had she really given in? Wow, I felt a tad light-headed – that was easy. Too easy.

‘But promise me you’ll drop the cop thing?’

I kept my eye on the road.

‘Wolfe?’

‘Sure.’

 

*

Camille stood by the sink, rinsing out a dish. Rach marched in. They locked eyes. Cam looked worried. Rach fiddled with the necklace she wore. It was made from leather with a pendant of the yin-and-yang symbol. Loads of the boys wore them or had it inked on their body. I wondered if it had been a gift from Clippo; it seemed like the clichéd thing a surfer would give a girl.

‘What’s happened?’ Cam asked.

‘Rach wants to talk,’ I said.

Cam peeled off her rubber gloves and filled the kettle with water.

We sat down at the kitchen table and Cam placed mugs in front of us. Rach’s hands circled hers. She hung her head meekly and yet when her eyes flicked up and caught ours there seemed to be the smallest trace of defiance, or maybe pride, but then maybe I was just looking too hard, because then her shoulders shrank as if she wanted to curl into a ball and hide.

I exchanged a look with Cam. Hers was to question if this was the right time and mine was to say, Goddamn it, the girl is ready to talk – don’t stop her!

Rach took a deep breath and began her story. ‘It wasn’t just me. But the others won’t come forward.’ She looked down again, trying to swallow. ‘It started . . . I don’t know, ages ago, but it was so subtle, hardly noticeable. Like, he would pick a stray hair from your jumper, or he would smile a little too long, or just hold a look for a few more seconds . . . I guess they were things that could be interpreted either way. He’s youngish and we liked him. We thought he was cool – you know?’ Her eyes went bright as she looked at us. ‘He spent time with me. He talked about Paris in the 1920s and how Modigliani and Chagall and Dali and Miro hung out at cafes like La Coupole, and how the Beaux-Arts is the best school in the world and he wished he had gone there and encouraged me to apply – he said I’ve got the talent for it and was sure they would accept me. He said he wanted to take me there one day.’ Her voice cracked. ‘I trusted him.’

I glanced at Camille to see if she was buying this.

Cam reached out and patted Rachael’s arm. ‘You don’t have to go on, darling, not if you’re not ready.’

I touched Cam’s sleeve and she sat back reluctantly. I was afraid the smallest movement would make Rach flee.

Rach brought her tea up to her lips with both hands and blew on it. ‘It’s okay. I want to.’ She took a sip and I tried not to stare at her too hard. ‘He knows so much about art and obviously loved my stuff – why else would he want to take me to Paris? I think some of the girls became confused – they’re pretty immature. Some of them have never even kissed a guy let alone have a grown man take an interest in them. I don’t know . . . maybe they took it for romance? You know what teenage girls are like.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘One day I walked in on one of them obviously flirting with him. I didn’t actually see anything but there was just an atmosphere, like I’d interrupted something. They had these guilty looks on their faces and I remember feeling . . . disturbed.’ Rach looked to us for confirmation, then her tone changed and when she spoke again her gaze was far away. ‘Then things began to happen. He started to make these comments, like, “Be careful where you put that weapon,” referring to my bum, and, “You’re growing up so fast, Rachael, you’ll have to get a new school uniform soon.” And then the touching. Again, nothing too obvious, but he’d put his hand on me as we walked out of class, or he’d stand really close when we were developing images – sometimes I could smell his breath he was so close to me. Then one day I was developing negatives – you have to do this in complete darkness – and he asked me if I was having trouble and cupped his hands around mine and then my nose bumped something soft and wet, which I think must have been his lips, and I pulled back and he said, “Sorry! It’s hard to know where things are in the dark!” The whole thing was completely creepy. And I just questioned myself the whole time – had I led him on in some way? Was it my fault?’

Camille gasped and grabbed Rach’s hand. ‘Of course it’s not your fault!’

Christ. This didn’t sound good.

‘So I stopped going to classes. And then the rumours started. At first, they were just within our group. One of the girls began boasting about her crush on him and how he fancied her and then a couple of the other girls said they had crushes too. I thought the whole thing was a joke – that they were just desperate for some male attention. I didn’t think any of them would actually do anything – I didn’t think a teacher would do anything. So it was just a game. Some of them even made it a competition – the first one to kiss him. But even then I didn’t think they were being serious.’ She let out a small laugh. ‘And I guess it was pretty good gossip. Until someone started spreading rumours that they’d seen me kissing him.’ She looked us dead in the eye, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘I don’t know who started it, but after that the girls began ignoring me and bitching about me and I really couldn’t understand what was going on. All I wanted to do was my art. And then it got back to the teachers and finally to Ms Sheehan. The girls cornered me and pressured me not to say anything – they had made a weird pact. They said if I said anything they would get me . . .’ Her voice became small. ‘And that’s when I got scared. So I didn’t say anything – at first. But Ms Sheehan accused me of taking Becca’s painting and I got upset . . .’ Rach was all choked up now, her eyes filling with tears. ‘And it all came out. She seems to think I’m some kind of liar.’ She stopped and wiped her eyes. ‘It’s not fair. The girls have been bullying me on Facebook and sending me horrible stuff on Snapchat. I didn’t know what to do. I don’t know why they hate me. What did I ever do to them?’ She picked up her phone and opened her Facebook page. ‘See? Here’s one: Rachael and Ashley sitting in a tree f-u-c-k-i-n-g. And here’s one calling me a slut. The stuff on Snapchat is worse but I can’t show you them ’cos they disappear. They’re like little bombs waiting for me.’

Camille pressed her fist to her lips. ‘I think you should shut your account –’

Rachael opened her mouth to protest, then shook her head. ‘You’re right.’

‘Just until this thing blows over,’ Camille said. ‘Close all the others as well – I don’t think you should speak to anyone about this.’

Rachael glanced up at me with watering green eyes and then turned to Camille. ‘Please don’t make me go to Anne. It’ll just make things worse. I don’t want to press charges – I just want the whole thing to go away.’ She wiped the corners of her eyes with her finger.

Camille reached over and stroked her shoulder, handing her a tissue. ‘Of course not, darling.’

I gave Cam a look to say, What the? But she avoided my eyes. It was clear we were out of our depth here.

A conflict raged inside me. On the one hand my heart was torn in two to see my kid like this, but on the other all I could hear was the name Clippo. At first it was faint, a tiny drumming in the background, but as I watched the tears roll down her cheeks, the echo got louder and louder, roaring at me. There was something all too familiar about the ring of this speech. The no-bullshit part of me was howling: Don’t be a sucker!

 

*

‘So what do you think?’ We were lying in bed, the heat radiating us apart, the light of my lamp shining. ‘Are you buying it?’ I had to admit the girl told a good story.

‘Oh God,’ said Cam. ‘You can’t be serious?’

I propped myself up on my elbow. So that was how it was going to be. I closed my eyes, wrestling with this thing. ‘We need to go see Anne.’

‘No!’ she said, too quickly, almost violently. ‘I mean, not yet – I need to think things through.’ She found her composure again; Cam never lost control.

‘Come here,’ I said, reaching out and pulling her close. Her heart scampering through her t-shirt, her shoulder blades trembling, razor sharp and fragile. ‘What if there’s a sexual predator on the loose? He could do it again.’

She pulled back, her face above mine. ‘I just . . . it’s just . . .’ she wavered. ‘Maybe we should change her school? Like Sheehan said.’

I froze. ‘You’re kidding, right?’ I felt her body tense. ‘You want it swept under the carpet too?’

‘Sheehan’s just trying to protect her.’

‘Were you and I in the same meeting?’ She looked at me strangely. ‘It’s not what you were saying a few days ago – I’m just wondering where all this is coming from.’

She untangled herself from my arms. I tried to hold on, but she pushed me away. ‘Of course you wouldn’t get it.’

Did Cam question Rach as I did, was that what all this was about? Was it shame that kept us from saying it out loud? She seems to think I’m some kind of liar. There was something about the way Rach had said those words, almost as if it were a line.

Hook. Line. Sinker. I fell on to my back and a weird laugh, not like my own, escaped. If it wasn’t all so fucked up it would have been genius. ‘Oh she’s good, Cam. So fucking good. She nearly had me there. Just for a moment, she nearly had me.’

Cam looked at me in disgust. ‘You’ve lost it.’

‘Can’t you see?’ I sprang up and grabbed her hands. ‘Can’t you see it’s Clippo all over again?’

A look of horror crossed her face and then poise won over. She snatched her hands away. ‘Stop it. Don’t be ridiculous.’

I let her go and she turned her back on me.

‘Fuck, Cam, it’s all right to say we have doubts about her – okay?’ Her face was mournful. ‘You’re scared, that’s all.’

I got out of bed, went to the study and switched on the computer. Opening the internet browser, I typed in ‘antisocial personality disorder’. A bunch of stuff came up. I clicked on Wikipedia and skimmed the definition: a pervasive pattern of disregard for, and violation of, the rights of others . . . failure to conform, lying, impulsiveness, irritability, aggressiveness, lack of remorse, lack of empathy, cold-blooded, expert manipulator, thrill-seeker, sexual promiscuity, unable to take responsibility . . . I shut down the computer.

 

*

It was still dark when my eyes popped open, woken by something, but not sure what, my mind in a fog – it must have been late. The left side of the bed was empty, the sheets wrinkled, the cover thrown off in haste. I rubbed my eyes and heard a voice coming from the hall. It was Camille. She mumbled and then was silent. She was on the phone. The fluorescent hands on my watch read two thirty a.m. Who could she be talking to at this hour?

Then I heard her clearly. ‘Cremation. Last week.’

She fell silent again, presumably while the other person spoke.

‘It’s a possibility.’ She paused. ‘I’ll let you know. Okay. Goodbye.’

I heard the phone click back into its cradle. The floorboards creaked as she tiptoed into our bedroom and slid under the covers.

An engine rumbled. Golden headlights moved across the wall and then vanished. Silence, darkness, covered us like a bandage.

The sheets rustled as she moved her legs.

‘Who was that?’

‘My mother’s sister, Francine.’

‘What’s that about?’ I knew there’d been a rift in the family for years.

‘They want me to come to Paris – to bring Mum’s ashes for a Catholic service. Can you believe it?’ She turned on her side.

I saw the rise of her hip under the sheet and reached out, tucking my arm over and pulling her into me. She sighed, but nestled into me all the same. I buried my nose in her neck. ‘Baby,’ I murmured, ‘something’s really bothering me about this whole situation. I don’t know what to believe. I want a professional to see her.’

‘Jesus, what is wrong with you? You’ve never worried before. Don’t you trust her?’

‘Is your memory that short?’

‘God, can’t you let sleeping dogs lie?’ She threw the duvet off and pulled away from me. ‘She’s been through so much and you want to make it worse!’

‘Has she? Something’s off.’ After a moment, there was that familiar tap-tapping again. A dim blue light shone in the dark. That bloody BlackBerry. ‘Don’t shut me out, Cam.’ I caught her wrist.

She exhaled loudly, the whites of her eyes staring at me through the darkness, and then she slowly tugged her wrist from my grip and padded out the door and down the hall to the living room. I blinked into the dark corridor, seeing Mr Brown’s backside as he lay sleeping in his beanbag outside our room. It was all well and good to let sleeping dogs lie, but there were times when you had good reason to wake ’em.


Camille

It was dawn. The sky was mauve. Light enough for me to get out of the house and go to the cliffs. I stood on the bottom rail of the wooden fence. The sun peaked on the horizon. The water was still. I breathed in the sea air. The fence was meant to keep people out, but it was easy to climb – a small child could have done it. So still they came and they jumped. Growing up here, you knew what the sound of a siren meant. Sometimes the kids came here to smoke dope and scare themselves and sometimes they succeeded.

I tasted salt. Always salt.

I remembered the soft haze that descended over us when we were first together. The sleepless nights and yet we were never tired. I loved his skin. It was olive and smooth and dark next to my paleness. The first time I saw him surf I sat on the sand with Mr Brown, who was just a puppy back then, on my knee. I watched Wolfe twisting back and forth over a five-foot wave. My heart beat in fright for any number of reasons: the reef, a shark, the weight of the water holding him down. When he disappeared under the froth, I held my breath, straining to see the top of his head pop up. Then he would appear between waves, lying flat on his board, rising up a wall of water only to duck-dive beneath it and spring up on the other side, as he paddled calmly and resiliently back out to sea.

We sat in silence on the way home, his board, his wetsuit and Mr Brown sliding loose in the back tray of the truck. His hair dripped with water, his towel was wrapped around his waist, his eyes focused on the road. He poked my thigh with his finger and grinned and I smiled back and then looked out the window at the passing traffic. The day was overcast with a tension in the air that I couldn’t explain. Something heavy. He turned into the driveway, killed the motor, and we sat there for a moment. There was a ticking, a click from the dead engine. Mr Brown had jumped out and gone around the back of the house. Wolfe was looking at me, leaning against the window and watching. He ran his finger lightly over my arm. I saw he had a mole beneath his shoulder and I reached out and touched it. Then he leant across and cupped my face in his hands, kissing me gently. He took my hand and we went inside to his bedroom. He unbuttoned my top, slipped it over my head and undid the clasp on my bra. He kissed one shoulder and then the other while I unzipped my skirt. We sat on the edge of his bed. He ran his hands over my thighs, following the curve of my hip with his fingers, then with his mouth. I felt his hair; it was matted from the salt water. He pressed against me, moving upwards, burying his head in the crook of my neck. He tasted of the sea.

We did not leave each other for the first few weeks. We talked and then we didn’t, sometimes we just looked at each other for hours. A stranger at a dinner party told me he could tell when a woman was on heat. Embarrassed, I laughed it off and stared across the table at Wolfe. We left the party. Perhaps the stranger was right, for not long afterwards and soon, all too soon, I discovered I was pregnant with Rachael.

 

*

A flock of gulls floated on the surface of the ocean, riding up and down with the slipstream until a single bird took flight and the rest of them followed suit in an angular arc, swirling and diving in perfect formation. I wished it were that easy.

The sky had turned pink. I began to walk along the little path. Looking back, the edges of the cliffs jutted out with their sandstone-coloured fissures; in the gully below waves scored against them, carving and moulding shapes like Gaudi’s turrets. I was exhausted. This thing pushed upon me like a neighbour’s renovation or an unwanted guest, impossible to ignore. No, it was more than that. A disease. A horrible illness. A spreading cancer.

When I was a child and before my stepfather left, we lived for a time in Far North Queensland. Our town was a backwater, with sugarcane fields where toads the size of turkeys sang beside the roads; fat and bloated, they popped like balloons underneath car tyres. Rainforests with giant trees, glistening and green, towered over underbrush seething with deadly snakes and spiders. Mile-long beaches, with sand as white and as hard as cut glass, held mottled creatures that shone in rock pools of crystal water.

It was tropical and when it wasn’t a dry heat it was wet. As a child it never bothered me. Children don’t notice the weather. But my mother, she hated the heat. She was very fair and wore her blonde hair twisted up into a chignon at the nape of her neck. Wearing a floral cotton dress, she would sit on the sofa with a book in her lap, fanning herself. I would climb up next to her and begin to twirl the flyaway strands of her hair in my fingers as if she were a doll. When she had to leave the cool shade of our home she would wear a wide-brimmed hat to shield her from the sun. She would walk down the main street and the hat would brush the heads of passers-by, who would turn and stare. She would just keep on walking. Perhaps the heat dulled her senses.

It was mostly just the two of us. In the evening, when it was too hot to sleep, she would read to me in French, her lips moving softly in this language I had come to recognise but not speak. Rather, it flowed over me, evaporating as it touched the heat of my skin. Then, when she was too tired to read, she would stroke my arm and I would fall in and out of sleep as she told me about Paris, and the home where she grew up.

A large tanker distorted the faint line of the horizon. The bow of a lone yacht slapped over each peak as it went against the current. A shaggy caramel-coloured dog plodded up to me and smelt my ankles; its owner smiled in vague apology.

I saw a patch of purple flowers, the petals like trumpets, and bent over to pick one. I snapped it from its base, without a stem, and the white sap leaked out. I was careful not to touch it. I sniffed but it had no scent; I had forgotten. The sky had grown light blue. Wolfe would be leaving for his morning surf. I turned around and began to head towards home.

But in the bedroom Wolfe was still asleep. I crawled in beside him, pressing myself into his back. The map of moles I knew by heart. There was a new one, dark and raised like a pip. Or had I just forgotten it? The light fell across the side of his face, the soft baby fluff on the ridges of his ear. I pressed my teeth lightly into his skin, resisting the urge to press harder, to bite down. Two tiny imprints faded. We loitered on the vanishing point, swinging close and then far. Fighting for proximity. Running from it.

‘What time is it?’ he murmured.

‘Nearly time,’ I said, not letting him go.

‘Did you sleep?’ he asked, his eyes still clamped shut.

‘No.’ I brushed my leg over his thigh.

 

*

The office fan throbbed in the corner. Casual noises of life drifted about: the shout of workmen across the street, the screech of a tyre stopping abruptly, the tapping of the keys on a computer. Life went on. Someone died and it went on. Papers were printed. Milk was delivered. Buses choked into gear. Arguments were had. Secrets were revealed like the termite-riddled beams of an old house. Work was due.

I flipped through my mail and saw an expensive envelope printed with the École des Beaux-Arts’ insignia. I prayed to my fictional deity in the sky and slit the letter open: We are pleased to invite you to our general open day, Monday 29 October. We look forward to your confirmation.

It was just an invite to an open day. At least it wasn’t a rejection. The letter was dated 1 October; it must have been delayed in the post.

An email popped up. Barry was chasing me: How close are you? The client needs an update. I replied briefly: Work in progress – may require further investigation. Will advise ASAP.

I began writing emails to my contacts at Christie’s and Sotheby’s to confirm the already-listed provenance, asking them to email me any relevant supporting documents and requesting the contact details of the sellers and buyers. It was a long shot, as these places protected the identities of their clients. I sent another email to the Getty Institute, where Galerie Georges-Petit’s archives were held, to confirm Mr Bernard’s purchase of the painting.

Another email pinged through with scanned photocopies of Courbet’s catalogue raisonné from the librarian at the National Library in Canberra. I was yet to hear back from Monica about the stamps on the back of the stretcher. I printed off the photocopies. If I were to discover serious new information easily, this was where it would happen.

The write-up for La Baigneuse said the painting was dated 1866. I held up the colour photocopy of the image next to the actual painting, confirming they were one and the same. There was a short description: a woman with red hair lies beneath a canopy of leaves on a blanket in the forest. Her body faces the viewer and her chin turns away to the left, her hair falls across her shoulders and chest, one arm rests on a fallen branch, her left leg is outstretched and her right knee is bent. According to M. Roger Bonniot, the painting depicted the forest at Ornans and the model was a young local girl called Françoise.

The bibliography stated that André Philippe, a prominent dealer during the war, mentioned the painting in his book, Memoirs of an Antiques Dealer. The painting had been displayed at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris in 1889 and also at the Galerie Charpentier in November 1942. Now this was important. It was one of the vital gap years, between 1908 and 1967, for which we had, until now, no records. Furthermore it was the first proof of its existence in Paris during the war. My insides began to hum: the mystery owner would most likely be listed in their archives. I looked up exhibition catalogues for Galerie Charpentier and found them to be stored at the Bibliothèque Kandinsky, which was part of the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. I held myself in check – don’t get ahead of yourself. It was too easy to get caught up in the moment and I wasn’t anywhere near the end of the trail yet – it had just begun. I composed an email to an archivist at the museum, explaining the case and requesting a check on their files.

The workmen across the street began drilling into concrete. With each steel strike, rat-a-tat-tat, my body tensed. I closed the window. The noise was stifled, but the vibrations were still strong.

Trying to refocus, by sheer chance, I found André Philippe’s book for sale at a second-hand bookstore in the city and managed to buy it over the phone and have them courier it to the office.

I stared at La Baigneuse again, wishing she could speak. I was sure she would have a story or two to tell. The sensuous lines of her hips, the overt sexuality of a woman giving herself to the viewer – to the voyeur; she was so passive, so submissive. Yet the picture seemed to hint at a kind of violence. Courbet had caused a stir in the Paris Salon during his erotic period and was quite the enfant terrible of his period.

No, La Baigneuse was pure sex; it would not have fitted the Nazi ideal of racial purity and classical forms, the basis on which they collected art, Rembrandt being the pinnacle. Artists whose work did not fit the Nazi agenda, such as Picasso and Matisse, were called degenerate. But Courbet was an anomaly: there were Courbets that were taken for Hitler and Goering’s collections, and others that were not.

When the Jewish people were stripped of their citizenship and their assets deemed property of the state, the ERR swept through their households; they tracked down bank vaults and hiding places in friends’ chateaux in the countryside. Objects of value were either sent to Hitler’s Linz museum, Goering’s personal collection, decorated state offices or, if considered degenerate, were used for exchange or sold at auction. Neighbours, domestic staff and art dealers who knew the whereabouts of important collections became informants. Opportunists were born – carpetbaggers: people who made money out of war. But really, who knew why people did the things they did? Greed. Desperation. Cowardice.

I had a series of reference books on the subject stored on my iPad and began to reread them, looking for clues.

My BlackBerry pinged. It was Monica from the Courtauld Institute in London. Very hard to decipher due to faded quality but one stamp looks to be École des Beaux-Arts in Paris – see comparisons attached. Still working on the second one. Sorry can’t be more help. Hope all well. Must run. MP. Xx

You’re up late! I replied. Thank you – you’ve been amazing! x

Monica confirmed what the catalogue raisonné had said – although it wasn’t a new lead, it was one less to follow up.

 

*

That night I dreamt of La Roche Guilbeault. The chateau, the sprawling gardens, everything was as it had been when I’d stayed there, and I was young again. I walked through the manicured garden, so closely shaved it might have bled, and stood before the mural on the north-facing wall. It was an image of an iron gate that led to another garden – a wild garden, where exotic flowers grew year round and one could become lost in their velvet colours. Thorns as sharp as scythes and rose petals like the cushion of an open heart – so darkly crimson I thought I could smell them. It was not unlike the rainforests of my childhood.

Lucien stood facing the wall, the legs of his trousers protruding beneath his heavy winter coat. He was painting and drew the fine tip of his brush along the edge of an unfinished petal. I couldn’t see his face.

‘Lucien,’ I said, but he didn’t hear me. ‘Lucien,’ I called again, but he remained frozen. I went to tug at his sleeve, but then my grandmother appeared, holding me back with her sharp nails. She kissed me three times on each cheek. Her skin had the touch of a bird’s feather and her shoulders were as frail. Then she smiled and her skin cracked into a thousand pieces.

I woke up with a start; it must have been around three a.m. I lay blinking at the mushroom-shadowed ceiling.

A rose.

A rose the colour of blood on her fingers. When she touches it, her fingers bleed. She raises them to her lips, but instead of blood she tastes the bitter root of the rose madder tree. The paint is still wet where the hog’s hair of his brush have left their delicate strokes, before the sun has gone down and he can no longer work in the dark. She sees the outline of the petals glinting in the darkening shadow of dusk – so real, she wants to pluck it from the wall and take it with her. From her bedroom window, she watches him paint. The concentration on his face as he wields the brush, his back arching as he reaches the furthest edges of the mural, his torso stretching across the acres of diminishing garden, revealing the illusion at its heart: he can go no further than the wall itself, but his mind, his talent, his mystery, can go on forever.


Wolfe

The morning lulled in a dead wind, lazy and hot. I cut the engine in the drive; Rach grabbed her board out of the tray. Mr Brown walked in circles, sniffed at the air and raised his leg to pee on the grass. There was a strange smell about, possibly a neighbour burning off. I leant my board up against the wall next to hers and took the bag of croissants we’d bought inside.

I put the kettle on and laid the croissants on a plate. I spotted the letter we’d left lying on the table from yesterday – another one from the school. Christ, we were in this thing whether we liked it or not. I re-read it.

 

Dear Mr and Mrs Larkin,

. . . Since Ms Larkin has not made a statement to the police, we have been given clearance to begin our own investigation. A third party, legal firm Bagshot & White, has been instructed to begin . . . We would like to invite Rachael and a support witness to attend an interview on Tuesday 23 October . . . This is not a criminal investigation . . .

A second investigation regarding Rebecca Tomlinson’s missing painting has been ongoing. Nothing has been uncovered yet, but please inform us should any new information come to light . . .

 

I dropped the letter on the bench and went to pop my head into Rach’s room to let her know brekkie was up. She had stripped off her wetsuit and swimmers and had wrapped a towel around her; one finger pulled suggestively at the corner and the other suspended her iPhone in the air as she grinned mischievously up at the camera. Jeez, was that the sort of photo she was putting up on that Insta thing?

Suddenly Rach saw me and screamed, ‘Jesus, Wolfe! Are you right?’

‘Brekkie’s on,’ I said, before she chased me out and slammed the door.

Bloody internet! That whole scene was just another opportunity for perverts. What happened to good old-fashioned letters and hanging around shopping malls? I’d never been one to go snooping around other people’s stuff. I’d been taught long ago to respect people’s privacy – the old man and his belt had made damn sure of that. But when it was your kid, there was a sense of ownership. When we’d given her the iPhone and the laptop we didn’t think it was necessary to put parental controls on them or ask for her passwords, but now I wasn’t so sure.

I found Cam in the laundry.

‘Croissants and tea on the table.’

She pulled sheets out of the washing machine.

‘Hey, you know Rach is putting raunchy pictures of herself on the internet?’

Cam laughed. ‘You know, sometimes you can be a real prude. They’re just some of her art pictures. I’ve seen them.’ She unravelled a wet sheet and dropped it into the laundry basket at her feet. Sometimes you had to skirt around the issue.

‘I think she’s still running those messaging internet websites.’

Cam stood up. ‘I told her to shut them down and she agreed.’

‘I’m sure you can tell her till you’re blue in the face . . .’

Cam dumped the rest of the washing in the basket. ‘Okay, I’ll have another word to her,’ she said, as I hotfooted it out of the laundry.

In the garage, the burn-off smell lingered, trapped inside. People had a real cheek, burning off in this heat. I took out the refill pads I’d bought for my sander. I was working on a new board. She was a shooter, short and super-fast – a tri-fin thruster that all the kids were going for these days. I turned the radio up loud, put on my goggles and face mask, set the sander on low and ran it along her sides, losing myself in her fibreglass curves. She was coming up a treat, but that feeling, that little beauty that came with a job well done, just wasn’t coming. In the past, I’d let Camille handle most things, but this time, I just couldn’t take a back seat. I felt a buzzing in my shorts; I switched the sander off. It was Anne Fellows.

‘Anne?’ I yelled over the radio.

‘I’ve got you in for Tuesday morning at nine a.m.’

Just before the interview at the school. That could work. ‘Okay. We’ll see you at the station then.’ I chucked my phone on the bench, looked up and saw Rachael standing at the garage door. I didn’t recognise this animal. Hands on hips, breastbone stuck out, cheeks sucked in.

‘You promised,’ she spat.

‘Rach . . .’

‘I won’t do it, Wolfe – you can’t make me.’ She stormed out of the garage.

I went after her.

Camille was now hanging the sheets in the garden. That’s it, I thought, run to your mother, but she can’t protect you all the time.

‘Dad’s gonna make me go to the cops.’

The sheets parted in the wind, and through the gap Camille’s gaze rose to meet mine. ‘Anne’s going to help us – she’s a child psychologist for the cops. It’s not the cops exactly.’

‘I asked you to wait,’ Camille said.

‘You knew about this?’ said Rach, her chest heaving up and down. Camille and I didn’t answer; Rachael’s face grew hot with anger. She thrashed her arms and growled, ‘I don’t fucking want to do this! He never fucking touched me, okay? It never happened. I fucking lied. You happy now?’ She ran into the house and slammed the door behind her.

Camille put her hand on her hip, her face smug. ‘Look what you’ve made her do. She’s so scared of what will happen and what this teacher might do to her – you’ve forced her to lie to us. She’s so terrified that she’d rather be known as a liar!’

Rage furled out of my nostrils. ‘I made her lie! Oh, that takes the cake. As far as I know, this is the first time she’s actually told the truth!’

Cam’s eyes dilated in shock and then anger. I felt a hot spear of guilt, buried it and said again, ‘We’re going to Anne and that’s final.’

She inhaled sharply and then reached out, touching my arm. ‘Wolfey,’ she said, her voice softer. ‘Honey, please. Please. There’s something else . . .’

I looked away. Another bloody excuse. I was not budging. Not this time. I shook her hand off me. ‘I’m scared there’s something wrong with her, Cam, and I’m sick of dicking around.’

She shook her head in disbelief. ‘You’re going to ruin her. Don’t you realise? I can’t let you do it.’ Her chest heaved and then some kind of realisation dawned in her face. ‘Oh my god, you don’t love her. You wouldn’t do this if you did.’

It felt as if my veins were bursting. ‘Of course I love her,’ I shouted. ‘It’s because I love her!’

‘This is not love.’

I stabbed my finger in her face. ‘You love her too much.’

Her expression transformed, a light went on in her eyes and her breath evened out. ‘You’re a fucking traitor,’ she hissed. ‘I won’t let you do that to her.’

We’ll see about that, I thought as I walked away from her.

 

*

Later, she came to me in the dark, my head cloggy with sleep and whisky and dreams that made me sweat. Had I felt her breath on my skin?

I reached out for her and cupped the back of her head in my hand, her hair falling over my arm. ‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered. Feeling dizzy on her smell. Tasting her skin. ‘But don’t you have any doubts?’

Had I heard her voice? A murmur. A sigh. A shiver. Lips on my cheek.

I stirred. The light seeped through the blinds, the bed next to me was empty.


Part Two


Wolfe

The ocean left a crust on my skin, grafting patterns on my shins. It had been a thrilling set, topped only by the awesome fireball that roared over the rooftops and made everything glow. I’d gone in hard, my muscles burning with the effort and now my limbs sang, high on oxygen and endorphins and adrenalin, warmth spreading from my belly right to the hardened calluses on the ends of my fingers. Somehow the colours seemed brighter, the world sharper and I felt as if I could eat for ten: tonight was a fish and chips kind of night.

I put the Ford into gear, turned the radio up and banged my thumbs against the steering wheel to Billy Joel’s ‘We Didn’t Start the Fire’. I called Camille and left a message: Picking up fish and chips – any requests? Travelling slowly around the bends, the Volvo estate driver got frustrated and rammed his foot on the accelerator, flipping me the bird. I waved back. The big blue grew darker towards the horizon, the sun travelled in the opposite direction, Mr Brown hung his head out the window, his tongue loose and white with drool: it was a beautiful evening.

The old fish-and-chip shop was on the corner where the suburban road met the main one. Cam still hadn’t called. I ordered anyway – potato scallops, battered cod, fresh-cut chips, and just because I felt we needed something special, I got a kilo of cooked prawns and a dozen Sydney rock oysters. I ran across the road to the bottle-o for Cam’s favourite sauvignon blanc and then I waited in a no-parking zone while the fish and chips sizzled in the deep fry. I saw us all sitting on the deck watching the sky grow pink and then purple and fading to black. Perhaps just for this one night we could forget about stuff and enjoy ourselves again.

Down the side of the house, I called out but there was no answer. I dumped my board on the grass and the food on the deck; the back doors were closed. Mr Brown ran through the garden, raised his back leg and took a piss by the lone palm tree. The garden hose fizzed and spurted a stream of hot water, eventually running cold as I dunked my head under and then washed my feet.

The house was silent. Dark. Curtains were drawn. I laid the dinner on the kitchen bench, put the wine in the fridge, hung up my towel, took a proper shower and threw on the shorts and tee I’d rescued from the washing line. My heart felt big and rushed with blood. Now that I thought about it, I was prepared to see things in a new light – let them handle it their way for now, give them some time and space. That was all they needed. I’d be more . . . what was the word? . . . understanding.

Dinner was going cold. I took out a piece of cod and the tray of chips and went out into the still, hot evening and sank into the old man’s chair on the deck. Mr Brown danced on his paws and I threw him some fish.

Crickets were out in full song. The night was a stinker; the heat had locked in, the promised southerly hadn’t arrived. After finishing my fourth beer, I started in on the wine; a few bones and cold chips were all that remained in the paper wrapping. I relit an old bunger and tried Cam and Rach’s phones again but both went straight to voicemail. A fat-bellied Mr Brown sprawled on his back, his grandpa eyes drooped, mirroring my own. ‘Where are they, mate?’ I asked him. It was late now. I stubbed the bunger out on the wooden rail, flicked it into the garden and went inside.

A blade of light caught the silver photo frames and our three mugs smiled back. Years ago, Cam and I’d done some renos and totally gutted the place. Opened it right out as was the neighbourhood trend – open-plan living, dining, kitchen. Odd to think this had been my only home; I’d been glad to rid the place of my parents, but somehow they were still here – just dust in the woodwork.

I stumbled through the house, searching the corners, looking for what I wasn’t sure. Where would they have gone? Her mate Sally’s? But why would both their phones be off? They couldn’t both have run out of battery, and if they had been going to Sally’s surely Cam would have told me. I checked my texts but there was nothing. I lurched from the dirty kitchen bench to the fridge, where alphabet magnets holding old invitations hit the floor like bullets. Rach’s room was a mess; clothes dumped on the floor, cupboards and drawers left open, the radio clock flashing the wrong time. A balding teddy bear lay on her bed, its one button eye staring back. All pretty standard.

The harsh light of our bedroom made me blink. The built-in cupboard doors hung ajar, a pair of Camille’s undies was snagged on the edge of a drawer, and I caught my big toe on a discarded coathanger. Our room had been spotless when I’d left it earlier today. Looking up, I saw a gaping hole on the top shelf of the cupboard where we normally kept two big suitcases. Had we been robbed? But then nothing else in the house was gone. The wine made me feel dizzy. I sank onto our unmade bed. Shit.

Had they really gone somewhere?

Should I call Sally? Or Barry? One of the Rutherford mothers? I didn’t know.

Was I just being paranoid? Maybe they’d just gone away for the night. But I sat there with my heart pounding in alarm. Would they take the big suitcases for one night? Seemed unlikely. There was one place I hadn’t checked yet.

I twisted the key in the filing cabinet and slid open the drawer. I pulled out a folder and emptied its contents onto the desk. One small blue book fell out. I opened it and saw my ugly head scowling back. The other two passports were gone.

Again the silence. The kind of broad silence that said nothing and too much. The kind when you’re out at sea, alone, waiting for that set to come rolling in and you’re staring at the blank orange line of the horizon so long that you start dreaming the ‘one’, but it’s just a desert out there – until something else moves, a dark shadow beneath, all quiet and stealth: the man in the grey suit. You think your brain is as soggy as your daks but your heart beats loud in your chest and your blood fizzes in your ears. You’re not quite sure what that sound is, but I say it’s the sound of fear and it makes you feel sick. Sick in the gut.

This time I lit a reefer and sucked on it like it was a lifeline. Be calm, I told myself over and over. There’s an explanation for this. A good one. She wouldn’t have left you high and dry. Not with all this hanging over our heads. I thought over the events of the day, but there’d been no clue. Life had gone on in its usual banal way: I’d gone for my morning surf, Cam had gone in to catch up on some work, Rach had sulked in her room, drawing. I’d come back and spent the day in my workshop, until it was time for my evening ride. We’d spoken at lunch and even talked about the weather!

I switched the computer on and checked the browser history and there it was: flights booked. They’d taken off at seven p.m., while the fish were mid-fry. What a mug. They were halfway to Bangkok by now and then it was on to Paris. Of course. Rach’s dream.

She had gall; I’d give her that. Was there a law against leaving? I didn’t know. What more could I have done? Handcuffed them to their beds? Short of physically restraining them, how did you stop two people from leaving? How did you stop them when you didn’t even know they were going? I’d put my foot down and it was about as good an obstruction as a pothole. No one was under arrest. The school had not specifically said to ‘stay put’. Sure, that was what you did when the shit hit the fan, deal with the issue, but here I was, left to pick up the pieces.

I could run too, I thought. There were places I wanted to go: fast green walls and glassy-barrelled old mates, eight-foot left peelers and epic right-breakers, bum-fluff blond sandbanks and hard-packed barnacle-lined reefs, hairy jump-off spots from craggy cliffs shaped like an old man’s face. Places of solitude where you could hear the sound of the wind and forget things. Places I’d not been for some time. But it just wasn’t in me.

The house was full of track marks; memories punctured into the fibres. I heard their voices and saw shadows in the heat their bodies had made. The old man used to say, ‘We’re all headed to the same place, just get there differently, that’s all.’

I crashed out. The night unfolded, a resounding silent black that seemed to stretch on forever. My skull pressed in on my brain. The bed smelt of her. Lilacs or lilies or lavender or just her. My chest cramped. I felt the imaginary weight of her thigh slung over mine and wondered if it was all a big mistake. If I’d made the whole thing up – it was the drink and the weed, that was all. Tomorrow everything would be better – clearer. She’d phone and explain things and I would call myself an idiot and the nightmare would go up in a puff of smoke. There would be a logical answer. She’d never do this to me. Not Camille. Not my wife.


Camille

The flight bumped its way across the world, moving with the moon across the Middle East on our way to Paris. André Philippe’s Memoirs of an Antiques Dealer sat open on my lap.

It was midnight at home and Wolfe would have realised by now that we’d gone. My stomach felt weightless with the shock and guilt of what I’d done. It was cruel and hard, but necessary. His betrayal of Rachael made me seethe. I had to hold firm – what was the alternative? It didn’t bear thinking about. I would call him soon. When things had blown over. I exhaled and looked up at the overhead compartment where my mother’s ashes, which we’d placed in an old Arnott’s biscuit tin for ease of transport, were stored with Rachael’s art portfolio. Would her work be good enough for the Beaux-Arts? I’d dashed off a quick email at the airport explaining we were going to be in the country, having travelled all the way from Australia – would they agree to an interview? I could only hope.

I glanced over at Rachael, wondering about her, what her thoughts were, who she was, this strange creature, and whether I really knew her at all. When she wasn’t asleep, she stared dreamily out of the window, absently playing with strands of her hair; her blue skinny jeans – the kind all the young girls were wearing – clung to every curve on her legs and hips, and a large baggy t-shirt drooped off her shoulders. Black kohl was smudged under her eyes, but even in the dry air of the plane, her olive skin still glowed.

‘Tell me about when you lived in Paris,’ Rachael said later, as the plane droned on; she threw her arm across my lap. ‘Tell me about them.’

I pushed up her sleeve and began stroking the inside of her arm. She rested her head on my shoulder. ‘You never talk about it.’

I stared at the back of the seat in front, its polyester blue cover fraying at the edges. No, I’d not told her about them, or Paris.

‘You’ll love Paris. It’s like some kind of fairytale – like “Cinderella”. I would love to be setting eyes on it again for the first time.’

‘Blah blah blah, I know all that. Read the books. Seen the films. Give me the real stuff, Camille. The juice.’

Rachael shifted around so that her back rested against the window and draped her legs over me, her socked feet hanging into the aisle.

She and I were closer than most mothers and daughters, but when it came to Paris, part of me clamped shut. I was not sure why. Perhaps saying it all out loud would make it seem real. But now that we were on our way, now that she would meet them and see what they were like for the first time, maybe it was time to tell her – to warn her.

‘There’s a lot of water under the bridge when it comes to la famille, as you know. The way they treated your Mémé and me – the way they dismissed us. They’re so . . . I guess, conservative – well, you’ll see when you meet them. They have ideas about how things should be and when they don’t turn out the way they want them to, they can be cruel. Best not mention this whole teacher thing, by the way.’

Rachael rolled her eyes to say, As if.

‘On the other hand,’ I said, ‘I was mesmerised. They’re from a completely different world to anything I’d ever known – they know everything about art and culture. They know a lot of very important people. I guess I thought that that was what sophistication was. I was young and naive – much less worldly than you, darling.’ I reflected for a moment. ‘Grandfather used to spend time with me, teaching me about art history and his studies at the Louvre, but he was so vague, so remote; I think he just loved to relive his passions – that was what he cared for: objects, not people. That was the problem. They’re all like that: cold.’

Rachael stroked my hand. ‘But how could they not have liked you, Mummy? Did they not see how beautiful you are?’ She spoke in her baby voice. ‘They sound so mean.’

‘Ha. It was so long ago, Rachey. I couldn’t care less now. Anyway, I’m sure they have their perspective too.’ I began to laugh. ‘God, the eggshells I walked on around Aunt Francine. Charming one minute and then – snap! – you didn’t see the rage coming. I didn’t know people could be like that. Anyway, I was just a kid looking for fun.’

‘Since when was that a crime?’

‘It is when you want something else. I wasn’t focused enough. Not like you. I got distracted. But that won’t happen to you, you’re too good.’

She gave me a sleepy smile and nodded.

‘The Beaux-Arts will love you.’

‘I bet you were running around Paris with lots of much older French men, having a fucking brilliant time.’

‘Something like that.’ I winked at her.

She squeezed my hand. ‘We don’t need them, anyway. We have each other.’

I pressed her thighs against me.

She snuggled down. ‘Well, let them try their games with me.’

‘Oh yeah . . .’

She yawned. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you too.’

‘I can’t believe we’re going to be in Paris in a few hours,’ she said, and closed her eyes.

I looked at the rows and rows of dark heads; some faces were lit by their TV screens, others were slumped against their headrests. I wondered what la famille would be like now, whether they had indeed changed, whether they would hold my nineteen-year-old self against my forty-year-old one, or whether they were sorry that Marguerite was dead. What would they make of Rachael? For a moment I considered telling them about Rachael’s work and the Beaux-Arts – then thought better of it. We didn’t need their help – Rach would get there on her own.


Wolfe

Daylight scorched my eyes. I didn’t remember sleeping, just rolling in and out of some kind of restless watch, my brain in overdrive and my muscles clenching and unclenching. I rolled over and felt the bedsheets, empty and cold. Christ. It had happened. I hadn’t dreamt it. The realisation drove through me, shocking and torturous, and I broke into a cold sweat. I ran to the loo and my bowels exploded.

Dazed and done in, I wandered back into our bedroom and checked my phone. Nothing. They would have arrived by now. I pressed her number. It clicked over into voicemail.

What did she think? Did she just expect me to sit by? I made a cup of tea but it was the colour of dishwater and tasted the same. I wished I could shake some reason into that stubborn head of hers. Squeeze some good sense into her skull.

There’s something else, she’d said, but I’d been so furious I’d not heard her. No. I’d heard her all right but I’d known it was just another bloody excuse. There was always something. I rubbed my sore eyes. She was running scared. Camille had refused to make Rachael go to the shrink. But why? Maybe Rachael had lied after all and Cam knew it. Cam was too busy protecting Rachael’s bloody gift, that was the problem. She’s a genius, Wolfe – we have to encourage her. But her teachers had called her a liar. Some gift. Cold-blooded, expert manipulator, sexual predator. I’d caught her wagging school down at the beach once, but who was I to tell her off? Pot, kettle, black. False accusation of sexual misconduct, though – that was serious. Why the hell would she make up a story like that? Destroy a man?

I sent Anne Fellows a text cancelling our meeting and wondered what the hell I would say to Sheehan tomorrow. Then I sent Camille one: WTF????!!!

For the rest of that day, I set out to apply the stencil on the new board, trying to keep busy. I spray-painted her sides navy and white, and meshed the two colours in the centre. I sketched the outline of a new design on the plastic on my draftsman’s easel and then followed it with a Stanley knife. I laid it across the tail of the board, covering the rest of the wet paint with plastic, and sprayed the stencil in black. By the time I finished up, it was three p.m. and a pair of black wolf’s eyes stared at me. I was hoping the shooter would soar, but my focus was like the slack end of a rope and it was a miracle I’d even finished her at all.

Later, after a bottle of Oxford Landing’s finest, I buckled and called Sally.

‘Did she tell you?’

‘Tell me what?’ she said, prickly as usual.

‘That she was leaving?’

A hoarse laugh echoed down the line. ‘She dump your sorry arse finally?’

‘Fuck you, Sally. No. She’s gone to Paris with Rachael. Did she tell you her plans?’ Shit. I heard the weakness in my voice – the doubt, the desperation. This was a mistake.

Sally sniffed it out like a hound dog. ‘I always thought she could do better.’

‘Jeez . . . this isn’t about us. It’s about Rachael. She’s . . .’ There was more sniggering on the line. ‘Oh, forget it.’ I hung up.


Camille

It was lunchtime when we arrived in Paris. The sky was autumnal: bright blue, clear and crisp; the limestone buildings shone like a gift in gold foil.

‘Pinch me,’ Rachael said, leaning into the taxi window. ‘I can’t believe we’re here.’ She craned her neck to see barges put-putting down the river, tourist buses lurching, mopeds buzzing in and out of traffic, pale faces squinting against the cold, and through the buildings, above the mansard rooftops, pointing like a large spear, the iron spoke of the Eiffel Tower.

‘I thought it would be taller,’ Rachael said.

 

*

We waited on the narrow footpath outside my aunt’s apartment building, Rach carrying my mother’s ashes, our bags dumped on the pavement. Above us a woman cleaned the elaborate wrought iron of the balcony, her ample arm jiggling; a moped mounted the pavement, its driver popping into the cafe; a sheer net curtain shook in the window on the ground floor, a watchful eye disappearing: here was Paris. My palms felt damp.

The gate opened automatically. I pushed an orange glow on the wall, the place lit up, and we dragged our things over the cobblestoned foyer towards a set of glass doors. I pressed a second buzzer inscribed with the names M. et Mme Drake.

‘’Allo?’ came the voice.

‘It’s Camille.’

‘Dernier étage. Top floor.’

‘Yes, I remember.’

The lift rattled to the sixth floor and stopped with a thud. We pushed the grate back. I could smell jasmine and vanilla.

Chamade, I recalled, was the name of my aunt’s perfume. It wafted in the air long after she had left a room. She used to carry a small bottle of concentrate in her bag and absently dab it behind her ears throughout the day. If she hugged me I would smell of it for hours. She had torn shreds off me once and afterwards had presented me with a bottle as a gift – an apology. I’d taken it and worn the perfume until someone told me later, ‘I can’t smell you with that stuff on.’ I never wore it again.

The door to the apartment clicked open. An outline of my aunt’s figure was backlit on the threshold, thin and tall, her hair the shape of a halo. She was flawless. She was smiling.

‘Camille,’ she said, the French way. A gold bracelet clattered on her wrist as she touched her cheeks either side of mine. She stood back, taking a lengthy look at me ‘It’s been too long.’ She squeezed my wrists and the corners of her eyes welled up.

Twenty-one years ago, fresh off the plane, I had waited for her for one hour in the street outside the train station. It had been so cold my eyes had watered.

‘Was it a terrible journey?’ Francine asked.

I shook my head, struck by the strangeness of being here. I’d forgotten the grandness of the apartment.

‘Business class wasn’t as glamorous as I thought it would be.’ Rachael leant in and kissed her great-aunt on both cheeks. ‘It’s lovely to meet you.’

I heard the lie slip out of her mouth with ease. ‘Rach, we weren’t in business.’

‘It was a joke, Camille.’

Right, I thought. Sometimes I missed these things completely.

Francine gripped Rachael’s shoulders. ‘Rachelle – you’re so grown up.’ She looked from me to Rachael. ‘You must look like your father, no?’

I nodded, watching Francine, and then looked around for something with which to ground myself. A point of reference. It was a shock to see how much she looked like my mother.

‘That’s what they say,’ Rachael piped up. ‘But it’s just the hair that throws you.’ She flicked a bunch of curls with her fingers and shot a sweet glance toward me. ‘I think if you look closely I’m much more like Camille.’

Francine’s gaze rested on Rachael’s art portfolio balanced atop the Arnott’s tin and the rest of our luggage; a mixed look of déjà vu and dread crossed her face. I turned to Rachael and felt a stab of guilt. Fresh-faced, innocent and eager, a young girl presents her precious oeuvre to a revered aunt: a woman who rips away dreams like adhesive tape from the skin.

Without an invitation, Rachael wandered off into the apartment. Her voice rang through the hallway. ‘Oh, wow, this is stunning!’

Francine raised her eyebrow and I felt myself reel. She told me we would be staying in the guest room and that she had tea ready for us in the salon. I dragged our suitcases into the hall.

Rachael returned and picked up the Arnott’s tin. ‘So what do you want me to do with these?’

Francine blinked at the tin held together with masking tape, her eyes narrowing, awareness flooding her face. ‘A biscuit tin?’

That was rich coming from the woman who hadn’t spoken to her sister in years. I hoisted my laptop bag over my shoulder, wondering if things were going to kick off already. ‘It was all we could manage.’

Francine took the tin. ‘I’ll find something more . . . appropriate.’

You’re a bit late, I wanted to say, but bit my tongue. I followed her camel-coloured slacks and cream Italian loafers into the salon.

Rachael was staring at a small pig with feathered wings inside a glass tank – one of the many contemporary artworks on display. ‘That guy is laughing all the way to the bank,’ she said before moving on to the mantelpiece, where a fresh arrangement of white lilies had been placed. Above the white open petals and the yellow stamen, in a gilt-edged frame, hung a pastel of a ballet dancer, holding a bouquet of flowers, bowing to the audience.

Rachael spun around. ‘Holy shit it’s a Degas!’

Francine smiled modestly. ‘It’s pronounced Dega, my dear. The “s” is silent.’

‘Dega, then. OMG, you have a DEGA!’

I glared at Francine, looking for some kind of acknowledgement, some hint that she knew that I knew that the famous picture had hung in my mother’s room when she was a young girl. But Francine simply closed her eyes over the rim of her cup.

Rachael held her nose up close to the painting, ‘This is just . . . I’m speechless. How do you. . .?’ She glanced over her shoulder at Francine.

‘My parents bought it many years ago. Those who adore Degas –’ she paused ‘– call him the artist’s artist. Mind you, he was an old misanthrope and a dreadful anti-Semite, but one can’t get past his brilliant draftsmanship.’

‘I love his nude series, the way the women aren’t aware of the viewer – their poses are so natural. Like they’ve been caught unawares.’

I listened to Rachael talk about one of her favourite painters; it seemed she was at ease here in this old world in a way I had never been. Maybe this was the way; some tea in a fine bone china cup, the pretty pastels of an impressionist, a rich aunt.

‘I’m impressed – you seem very passionate,’ Francine said.

‘Hasn’t Camille told you? It’s what we came here for. I’ve an interview for art school.’

My skin prickled. This was too soon. ‘Well, not yet, but we think we’ll get one.’

Francine raised her eyebrows at me. ‘Art school?’

‘There’s only one worth going to,’ Rachael said.

‘I didn’t know the Beaux-Arts took students your age. I assume that is where you mean.’ She turned to me. ‘You know how selective they are?’

Rachael assumed her position in a garish armchair and picked up her cup of tea. ‘I’m not too worried. It all feels like everything we’ve ever done has led to this point. Right, Camille? I’ve just won the Whiteley Prize at school and heaps of others before that.’

I frowned at Rachael’s barefaced lie, but let it go. There wasn’t any point in saying anything in front of Francine.

‘You seem very confident,’ said Francine.

‘Don’t they say to let the work speak for itself?’ Rachael gave a cheeky smile.

Francine offered to take a look at Rachael’s portfolio. ‘Some people think I have an eye.’

Was that comment directed at me? Did she want to emphasise the distinction that she was a collector? A real connoisseur? ‘Don’t worry,’ I said, ‘she’s got talent, unlike her mother.’

Rachael agreed to let Francine see her work and slid out of the room to get her portfolio.

Francine smiled smugly. ‘So, the Beaux-Arts?’

‘She’s quite brilliant, Francine. She’s won countless prizes.’

‘In Australia.’

‘Yes.’ Her words stung. ‘If you don’t like it, I’d prefer that you kept quiet.’

‘I’d like to see for myself,’ she replied.

‘She’s only fourteen.’

‘Then we don’t want her wasting her time.’

No, I thought, remembering a vast room filled with tiered chandeliers.

‘I thought you had come to give your mother a proper memorial service?’

‘Yes, and for that.’ I kept quiet about the teacher.

‘Maman has planned it for 17 November. You know, it hasn’t been easy. When you see your grandfather it’ll be a shock. Maman can barely look after herself.’ She sighed. ‘I had to organise two nurses to take care of him – to dress him, feed him, take him to the toilet. You can’t imagine . . .’

An image of my mother standing on a pair of bathroom scales muscled its way into my thoughts: I was holding her upright. Her arm was around my neck, her legs like toothpicks. A pink silk scarf was wrapped around her head – the one I bought her for Christmas to wear around her neck.

‘He’s living in another world – another time.’ That he would remember me would be impossible.

‘Didn’t he always?’ I said, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice.

Sunlight reflected on the windowpane and blinded me momentarily. I felt her hand on my wrist. ‘I’m sorry. Was it awful?’

Was this an act? Was she trying to trick me?

Before I could answer, Rachael appeared carrying her portfolio and sat beside Francine. She began with the photo-reproductions of her self-portrait oil series. She’d maintained a brilliant likeness – the green eyes, the straight nose, the big lips and sharp bone structure – but Rachael was careful not to let her beauty be the focal point; this was realism and she’d painted her flaws as she saw them: cracked lips, a blemish, a freckle, a bushy eyebrow. They varied from close-ups to extreme close-ups; they were dark, figurative, highly textured and enigmatic – searching for something.

My favourite was Love. The semi close-up of her face was shadowed by a figure out of frame – the supposed Love – but the expression in her dilated eyes was one of obsession, not bliss, and a small bleeding tear in the delicate skin of her plump lips implied something sexual. The human face, her own in particular, had always obsessed her as if it was an elusive object that she couldn’t comprehend. I was reminded of Klimt’s flat mosaics and the horror depicted by Goya’s own psychological explorations. In spite of her searching, there was a feeling that something was missing – not from the picture, but from the subject herself – and it made you feel uneasy.

‘I see the face as a landscape,’ Rachael explained to Francine. ‘I watch people all the time – on buses, trains, streets – finding entire backgrounds from their faces. What is the life behind the face? I’m like some kind of abstract psychiatrist.’

‘But it is like you have not found them. Or you find them but they are at odds with their labels,’ Francine said.

‘Exactly. They never turn out the way you think they will. I want to explore the contradiction and the void. Sometimes there’s just nothing.’

The next series was entitled Empty Rooms. It was the same with rooms as with the faces; they appeared to be empty, passive, but as the detail began to emerge, so too did a narrative. Room number one showed a wooden floor and the corner of an empty room. A rectangle of soft light shone from outside the canvas, revealing tiny scar-like fissures, dirt, scuff marks and indents from the feet of furniture that once may have stood there. An old cigarette butt was stamped into the wood and the remnants of a dirty tissue lay scrunched in the corner. The walls were painted in olive green and, on closer inspection, were also marred by scratches, cracks and the rust-red smear of what appeared to be a bloody fingerprint. Shades of violence and desolation began to leak through, but then one caught the imprint of a lipstick smudge on the dirty tissue and the dynamic changed again.

‘Hmm, interesting,’ Francine murmured.

‘Interesting?’ I cut in, feeling the suffocation of criticism.

‘Okay. They are a little . . . How shall I say? School project.’

‘Seriously? Her work is original and –’

‘Camille,’ Rachael interrupted.

‘No, Rach – Francine’s is only one opinion.’

‘I understand you’re proud of her work,’ Francine said, ‘but she could profit from some real guidance.’ She placed her hand on Rach’s wrist. ‘Please don’t make conclusions. You have something, Rachelle – whether it is good enough for the Beaux-Arts, we can only wait and see.’

Rachael was unreadable. I couldn’t tell whether she was broiling inside or if she was taking her great-aunt’s comments on board. I feared an outburst. Her eyes were lowered, but when she looked up she placed her hand over Francine’s. ‘I appreciate your honesty. I’d rather people said what they really thought than try to flatter for the sake of it. It’s so fake and pointless. How can I get anywhere without real feedback? You seem to know what you’re talking about and perhaps you’re right – perhaps there is a schoolgirl element to my work, but then, I am a schoolgirl!’ She smiled, dazzling Francine with perfect teeth.

Francine appeared to glow. ‘You must know how exciting it is for me to meet you.’

I felt my diaphragm relax with Rachael’s reaction and yet still a question pulsed inside me. Why was I so surprised that Francine would warm to Rachael? Was I so afraid of her? Did I need her approval so badly? Surely, after all these years, I shouldn’t have cared less. I should be glad that Rachael had charmed her so easily – but, then, Rachael was a master at charm when she wanted to be and she wanted more than anything to be in Paris and going to art school.

Rachael packed up her portfolio.

‘Let me think, dear, there may be something I can do. But don’t get excited just yet.’ And then out of nowhere she said to me, ‘Did you know Lucien’s got an entire show at Yvon Lambert’s? It’s just opened.’

Hearing her utter his name made my cheeks colour.

‘Yes, I remember how you used to love him,’ Francine continued. ‘You used to drive us mad with your adoration. “What a genius!” you used to say. My father certainly thought so. Lucien’s become one of the top living painters in France today, but you probably knew that.’ There was mischief in her face. She’d brought him up on purpose. Why would she do that, if not to embarrass me?

‘Your mother, Rachelle, used to have quite a crush when she was a young woman.’

‘I knew it.’ Rachael eyed me saucily. ‘So I was right. There was a bloke.’

 

*

Dark and small, our room faced the inner courtyard of the building – other people’s bathrooms. The French loved to decorate their public spaces lavishly at the expense of their private ones. There were two single beds and a tiny ensuite. I dumped our suitcases. I needed a moment and sat on the loo trembling. I’d travelled for over thirty hours with my daughter and my mother’s ashes to see this woman, the source of many long-ago sleepless nights, and had not accounted for how nervous she would make me feel. The halogen light buzzed; there were no windows in the bathroom.

I showered and afterwards lay on the bed, hearing the whoosh of a toilet flushing somewhere in the building. Rachael was now showering. I finally switched on my BlackBerry and it bleeped with messages. The majority of them were from Wolfe.

‘Picking up fish and chips – any requests?’ His voice was warm with a touch of an apology. His next message said, ‘Hey, just wondering where you guys are. Give me a shout.’ Followed by: ‘Getting a bit worried – should I be calling the brigade?’ I felt a twinge of guilt; he still hadn’t realised. I hit the delete button and buried the feeling. In the fourth message he yelled down the line, his voice cracking and his words slurring. ‘Where the bloody hell are you? You can’t just fuckin’ leave like that.’

I felt edgy. Perhaps I should call him? But I remembered how he wanted to take Rachael to the police and I braced myself. I moved on to the next message, dreading the inevitable tirade. But it was a different voice this time: Barry Lonsdale. ‘Mills, you didn’t give us much notice. Is this necessary? Have you found a lead? Suppose we could use a second man on the ground for the big meeting.’

The last two messages were hang-ups.

Wolfe’s text – WTF????!!! – made my hand shake. I pressed delete and it disappeared.

Barry had also emailed and there were replies from Christie’s and Sotheby’s all insisting they had no further information about La Baigneuse, and denying any knowledge of its questionable provenance. Unfortunately, because of their confidentiality clauses, they could not provide me with the details of previous buyers and sellers. No surprise there. The Getty Institute, however, had sent an email confirming Georges Bernard’s purchase of the painting in 1908 for twenty-five thousand French francs.

I hit reply on Barry’s email. Just arrived. Definite exciting lead in Paris. Imperative preparation for meeting with claimants. Need to approve expenses – flights etc . . . Staying with family so money saved there. Will email further shortly. I hit the send button and the travel fog buried any hint of guilt I might have felt for not clearing the trip with Barry first.

A moment later, I wandered through the apartment, taking in the works of a collector. Perhaps a Seurat? Yes, and there was the Bonnard, Man and Woman, I remembered that, and then the Denis Brihat photograph of an onion, and a new contemporary piece by someone whose work I did not recognise. It was a silkscreen print, an inky blue and black of the body of a man with the head of a wolf.


Wolfe

Another day and there was still no word from them. Paris. Never been and never had the desire. But I made a brave face of it, swallowed a can of harden-the-fuck-up and took it like my father would’ve: just got the hell on with it. Be patient, I kept telling myself. And yet, there was no word.

Rain drizzled, a constant nagging whinge from a grey sky, on the day I had to man up to Sheehan. I’d considered calling and making an excuse to postpone but felt it was better to come in and tell her in person and gauge where they were at with this situation.

I sat like a naughty boy outside her office, drumming my fingers on my kneecaps and sweating even with the air con. I’d managed a pair of jeans and a shirt with a collar this time. The door swung open and Ms Sheehan, in her signature sausage-squeezing dress, hung from the doorknob, waving through a file of people in dark suits. She grimaced at me and said, ‘Come this way, Mr Larkin. We’ll meet in the boardroom.’

The table in the boardroom was set up with a camera, a microphone and several laptops. Carol, with her blackboard-screeching talons, pulled down the blinds, and the magnificent view of a great stump of an angry storm moving across the harbour disappeared, along with what felt like my connection to the real world. She switched on fluoro lights and our skin turned the colour of a liver disease. Ms Sheehan waddled to the head of the table. ‘These are the representatives of Bagshot & White. They’re conducting the investigation on behalf of the school.’

Each of the suits introduced themselves and I shook their hands.

‘Have a seat, Mr Larkin – help yourself to some tea or coffee.’ There were cups and pots on a drinks trolley in the corner.

The suits lined up on one side of the table: one behind the camera, another behind the laptop and the other two beside Sheehan, who sat at the head. There were vacant chairs on the opposite side of the table, obviously reserved for the Larkins. I dragged out a chair.

‘I’m really sorry,’ I began, ‘I didn’t realise you’d gone to so much trouble.’

‘It’s procedure, Mr Larkin.’

‘Yes, yes,’ I stammered. ‘Unfortunately, something’s happened.’

There was that cat’s-bum mouth again. Sheehan leant forward, the folds of freckled skin beneath her chin crinkling.

‘There’s been a death in the family – I’m not sure you know. Camille’s mother died recently and they’ve had to go to Paris for the funeral.’

‘Oh, my.’ She looked mildly sympathetic and shot a glance at her entourage. ‘I’m very sorry to hear about that.’

We sat in uncomfortable silence until Ms Sheehan said, ‘When are they due back?’

‘Maybe a few weeks.’

The suit on the left leant in and whispered something. Sheehan nodded and looked at me. ‘Mr Larkin, would you mind giving us a moment?’

‘Sure.’ I rose and stepped back into the reception area. Carol was typing; she smiled but it looked more like a wince.

Carol’s phone beeped. She picked it up, nodded and said, ‘You may go in again.’

I said thanks and drew back the heavy door to the boardroom. Five pairs of eyes followed me.

One of the suits spoke this time. ‘Mr Larkin, Harvey White. I’m managing the case. I’m very sorry to hear about the death in your family. It always takes some time dealing with a bereavement. This on top of Rachael’s allegations must be a very trying time for all. We want to help as much as possible. The pressure on Rachael must be extreme.’ Years of slaving over papers in an office had probably made Harvey White’s shoulders round, but his eyes were clear and sharp. He was a lawyer. Never trust a lawyer. The old man had hated them with a passion, had plenty of jokes about them: What do you call five thousand dead lawyers at the bottom of the ocean? A good start! How can you tell when a lawyer is lying? His lips are moving.

Harvey’s lips were still moving. ‘The fact that Rachael is not here at present to be interviewed notwithstanding, we will nevertheless proceed with the investigation.’

I was all fired up to start arguing, but this caught me off guard. ‘Really? Good. Okay,’ I said. So they would investigate this guy after all. I was glad – I may have had my own secret doubts about my kid, but they were private and my right as a parent; I still wanted him checked out. ‘What have you got on him, then?’

Harvey White’s lips made a smacking noise. ‘Er, Mr Larkin, we’re not at liberty to talk about the alleged perpetrator. Ms Larkin’s complaint is deemed “reportable conduct” under the category of “sexual misconduct” and as such we have been enlisted to commence a workplace investigation into the matter.’

‘What does that mean exactly?’ I asked.

‘The category of “sexual misconduct” is defined by the New South Wales Ombudsman as “inappropriate and overly personal or intimate behaviour”. We’ll be looking for evidence of this and also for “grooming”. In cases like these, the perpetrator establishes special friendships, has perhaps given gifts, sent personal emails, letters, phone calls – we’ll check their social media, we’ll look for references or jokes of a sexual nature, and incidences when they have touched the students unnecessarily, such as putting his arm around them or touching their back, neck or shoulders, or kissing as a greeting . . . Of course, we’ll take into account their background, previous employment history, health, financial status and whether anything like this has been reported before. We have to understand the context of the situation, too, and the victim’s background, health and maturity. We’ll conduct interviews with both teachers and students, and once all our evidence has been gathered we’ll make a decision on whether a finding is sustained or not. If you think of anything or find anything that might help us, please let us know.’

‘When do the police get involved?’

‘As you know, the police have already been informed; however they are unable to proceed without a statement from the victim or the victim’s family. To make a sustained finding there needs to be more than just a complaint, we need to find other corroborative evidence – evidence other than Rachael. The burden of proof is “on the balance of probability”. Any other questions?’

‘What if Rachael doesn’t want to go through with a formal interview at all?’

‘The school still has a duty of care and we would still have to undertake an inquiry. Should we find no other corroborative evidence, the case will be closed and no records of it will be kept in his personnel file. Has Rachael hinted that this might be the case?’

‘Er, no . . . not yet . . .’ So Rachael wouldn’t even have to come forward again if she didn’t want to – Camille had no reason to be afraid. The whole thing could be dealt with quietly. It seemed to have a ring of too good to be . . . An ache grew at the back of my neck.

‘Some families do prefer that the police aren’t involved but are keen for us to investigate instead. And, of course, it’s always better if we can talk to the victim. Right now all we have is Ms Sheehan’s notes. Perhaps we could speak to Rachael via video conference? Would that be a possibility? Sorry, I realise this may seem a bit insensitive given the situation.’

Ah, yes, here was the catch. ‘Er . . . I could ask,’ I said weakly, knowing Camille would never agree. ‘So what’s likely to happen to him? If he’s guilty?’

‘If sexual misconduct is sustained the perpetrator will be reported to the Office of the Children’s Guardian; he’ll become a “prohibited person” and will not be able to work with children again and may face criminal charges.’ Harvey White pushed his business card across the table. ‘Anything else, just call me – I’m available anytime. Seriously, any hour. Don’t forget, when Rachael gets back she’s entitled to counselling and support.’ He tapped his knuckles on the table. ‘Got kids myself, I know how worrying this is. We’re here to help.’ He stood up, straightening his jacket. ‘By the way, this is a protected-disclosure case – all allegations of a sexual nature are by default; it just means we’ll be keeping the names of the victim and the alleged perpetrator confidential.’

‘Good, good. Thanks.’ We shook hands again.

That big angry storm had made it overhead while we’d been shut up in the goldfish bowl with the curtains drawn. I got soaked running to the Ford. I started her up, drenching the seat. I should have been pleased. The engine kicked over, the wipers started scratching, the indicator ticked. I pulled out into the traffic. The ache in my neck had grown sharper, radiating down my shoulders. I still had questions – but mostly, they were to do with Rach.


Camille

Finding a moment to myself, I crept through the apartment, hoping to find my mother. Above a walnut sideboard was a series of charcoal sketches of her and Francine. They looked like Grace Kelly in pearls and full skirts, and with the same heart-shaped face, almond eyes and straight noses, they could have been twins.

There were more black-and-white family photos in the study: Francine and Rupert on their wedding day; my grandfather grinning with Picasso; the two sisters by the sea – a blurry young Marguerite turning her face away while Francine, a person who knew, even then, the secrets of light, held her face up to the camera.

I sat in the salon and worked my way through the André Philippe memoir. An ageing man looked fondly back on his life through a series of anecdotal paragraphs. Occasionally, there was a snip of gossip about the Rothschilds or the Wildensteins or the nouveau riche of America, but not much else; ‘sales had never been better or higher’ he said of the state of the art trade during the war. I skimmed the pages until I caught the name La Baigneuse.

 

I had heard of the Baroness Lech from time to time, although I had never had the pleasure of meeting her until my great friend and collector Lord Wentworth invited me to her summer residence in Switzerland. I knew of her exquisite and vast collection – in fact could name every single piece with a descriptive catalogue – and it was there I viewed the incomparable Courbet, La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux . . . I was shattered to hear of the sale of her estate only five years hence.

 

He was referring to the year 1962 – so she had been in possession of it then, but it still didn’t shed any light on how or where she acquired it.

 

*

That afternoon Francine took Rachael and me to browse the shops and small galleries in Saint-Germain. Short, sharp pellets of rain hit our cheeks and we ducked into a cafe. The waiter, a man in a black waistcoat and white apron, took Francine’s order – three espressos.

Francine unwound herself from her fur-trimmed cape and Rachael and I unpeeled our wet woollen layers. My hands were red from the cold. Our coffees arrived moments later, followed by a paper bill stuffed into a shot glass.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ said Francine. ‘I’m going to give Michel Berrinoux at the school a call.’

Rachael and I exchanged a glance. I could see the instant joy in her eyes but I was immediately on guard. What had changed Francine’s mind? Rachael, of course. She was at her most charming. However, I was reluctant to agree; what would Francine want in return? There was always a price – and yet it would be so easy: just a word, just one little word . . .

‘That’s very generous of you, Francine,’ I said, and felt Rachael’s hand squeeze mine under the table.

‘I’ve thought about it and I’d like to. He’s an old friend.’

Rachael stared intently at Francine. ‘Are you being serious?’ Her voice was measured; only the shine in her eyes gave her away. ‘Because that would be seriously cool.’

Francine explained that it didn’t mean they would accept Rachael. ‘But I can at least get you the interview.’

Rachael kissed Francine on the cheek. ‘That would be amazing, Francine.’

I muttered a thank you and something about how she really needn’t be so generous. ‘I still think Rachael is capable of getting in on her own.’

‘Camille, my dear, it’s only ever who you know in this business.’ She looked at me dismissively as if I, of all people, should understand that.

Rachael took a sip of her coffee – something new – and said, ‘I bet you can make and break artists.’

Francine gave a discreet laugh. ‘It’s not quite like that. I’m no Yvon Lambert. It’s more that people come to me for advice.’

The coffee left a sour aftertaste. I cracked open a tin of mints from my handbag. Francine explained how her career had come naturally, growing up as she did, surrounded by art and artists. ‘There were always people at our house; gallery owners, curators, collectors, artists like Picasso and Braque – parties, debates, discussions. For me, all of this – this career – happened without even thinking.’

‘That’s insane,’ Rachael said. I saw the adoration in her eyes and it made me weary.

‘Your great-grandfather was a national hero – although he would have denied it. During the war he looked after his Jewish colleagues’ art and then afterwards helped them to retrieve it. Of course, he said he was just doing his job.’

Rachael pinched my wrist. ‘Why didn’t you ever tell me?’

‘I don’t know.’

Watching Rachael and Francine, I felt as if I was looking through a thin veil, their colours a dull grey and bronze, slightly disfigured, not unlike Sickert’s portraits of prostitutes. I saw that they were alike; not in physical appearance – Rachael was dark and lithe, whereas Francine was blonde and bony – but in how they could get people to do things.

‘Later, someone tried to discredit him,’ Francine said. ‘When they were purging Paris of all the collaborators, they used photographs to identify them. My father had attended an opening night for Arno Breker’s exhibition, Hitler’s sculptor. There he was, in his double-breasted suit and tie, next to some senior SS officials – can you believe it? That was his job. And they executed people for that – a photo! But there were too many stories of his courage and they dropped the case. Alors, on y va.’ Francine stood up.

Outside, white streams of jet vapour crisscrossed the sky. We headed back to the apartment in a taxi. A man in a double-breasted suit sits at a desk before a typed certificate, tilting his fountain pen, pressing the nib into the space that has been left and draws, in long elegant strokes, Le valeur est 52,000FF, Anton Delamotte.

My eyelids grew heavy and I felt disoriented, slipping between consciousness and sleep, a weariness so heavy my limbs were like sandbags. Smoke-filled rooms in my grandparents’ house, artists with goatees and black hats gesticulating, courted by art dealers, gallery owners and collectors; the trusting eyes of a young woman. I jerked awake when the taxi came to a halt.

 

*

‘Welcome back!’ Francine’s husband, Rupert, bellowed, as we walked in the door, his Oxford English imposing and theatrical. He pressed his wet lips against my cheek. ‘What mess are you escaping from this time?’

I coloured, thinking for a minute that they’d found out about the teacher, but he eyed Rachael and quickly moved on. ‘Who do we have here? My dear Camille, we knew you had a daughter, but you didn’t mention she was an absolute stunner. What else are you keeping from us?’

He crushed Rachael’s face into the crook of his shoulder and she grimaced into his armpit, but when she pulled away shot him a winning smile, flirting like an expert – a thing she was cultivating with a keenness that scared me.

Rupert sat across from us at the dinner table, tucking heartily into a steak and drinking red wine out of a balloon glass; his eyes were bleached of their blue, watery and bloodshot; his salt-and-pepper hair was combed to the left and a light wool-knit crinkled over a perfectly rounded belly. Francine and Rupert fell into their private shorthand, discussing his business trip to Cologne. They’d been married for thirty years, no children. The entrepreneur and his collector wife. He was a collector too. ‘It’s what we do in life,’ he had once said to me.

‘I hear we have a little genius in the making,’ Rupert roared with his mouth full.

‘We think so,’ I said, smiling at Rachael. I searched Francine and Rupert’s faces for signs of trepidation at the familiar track this visit had taken, but if they were concerned they didn’t show it.

‘There’s a subtle violence in the work. I think you’d find it intriguing, Ru,’ Francine said. I looked for a trace of insincerity in her voice, but I didn’t find it; she seemed completely serious.

Rupert swilled his glass of wine and declared that he must be given a private viewing after dinner; Rachael eagerly agreed and they clinked glasses. Inevitably, the Beaux-Arts application came up.

‘It’s been my dream forever. I had to decline becoming class captain at my school just in case I got into the Beaux-Arts and had to leave. They were really supportive.’

This was an out-and-out lie – she had never been elected class captain. ‘Yes, it was a shame you weren’t able to accept it.’ I said, glowering at her, but my sarcasm was lost on the others. She wasn’t saying this stuff to impress – it was more like she truly believed the things that popped out of her mouth, they just slid out so naturally and it frightened me.

Rupert and Francine threw strangers’ names across the table, falling into ‘deal’ speak, referring to us in the third person. Rachael and I exchanged bewildered looks; a buzz was radiating from her core – she was loving this.

‘What about starting with a mentorship, Francie?’ He squeezed Rachael’s hand, ‘What about that fellow – the one with the show at Lambert’s, I heard he gives lessons in exchange for work as his assistant. She could do that, couldn’t she? Right.’ He pushed back his chair. ‘Who’s for a digestif?’

He meant Lucien, I thought.

‘Paints for the president nowadays,’ said Rupert, taking glasses and a decanter out of the cabinet. ‘Perhaps if she has his backing too?’

‘He’s probably too busy,’ I said. ‘I’m not sure it’s appropriate –’

‘Camille.’ Rachael glared at me then turned back to Rupert and Francine. ‘Would you really arrange that for me?’

Francine touched my hand. ‘It would be a pleasure.’

Something shifted inside me. Trusting these people again was not an option. This was not what we had come here for. ‘Rach, I think we need to talk about this first.’

Rupert patted the top of my head as he placed a brandy before me. ‘Don’t you worry, dear – people do things for Francie. You should know that. Drink up, this stuff is older than me.’

 

*

A room of chandeliers sparkle like the champagne in the glasses suspended between fingers. A girl with a camera drifts through an exhibition; she tries to pinpoint the important people, the ones who ‘know talent’, by the way they dress, the flurry surrounding them, and their self-conscious gestures. The men are in tuxedos and the women in silk dresses. They peruse a collective installation entitled Désirer. She sees a life-size sculpture of a half-melted telephone, a bucket of fake (she hopes) excrement and several paintings of a single black line and wonders what all the fuss is about, but then this is a François Pinault affair and nobody, she is told, questions him.

Francine glides through the circus, the sheaths of her pastel-coloured chiffon floating.

Was Yvon Lambert here? The girl has heard he can spot genius a mile away. She feels ready to show them her work and is preparing herself, researching, making contacts. Except that she stands in a corner for most of the evening. After a few drinks she begins to take random photos in the hope that a conversation will begin. They smile for the camera, a trace of puzzlement in the aftermath of the flash – just another social photographer. The girl notices a fuss around one young man; he is nondescript except for a pair of piercing blue eyes. She moves within earshot. He speaks in English about his first show, a collection of new artists, including a particularly exciting unknown Brit, who wants to display suicide victims in formaldehyde. He sees her hovering and she gives him an awkward smile. He poses beside two stalks of women and she takes his photograph. She is walking off when the man calls, You’ll want my name for your paper – it’s Emmanuel Perrotin. She mentally stores it and moves on, heady with this encouragement, looking for others. Until one man, older and greying, does not turn and smile, and instead whispers to a large man in a black suit beside him. This man makes his way over to the girl. Francine notices and intercepts him. They speak in French, too quickly for the girl to understand, but Francine smiles, the man nods, and they relieve her of her camera, slipping the film out and exposing it to the light. The film falls into a black pocket.

You can’t go around taking photos of people you don’t know, says Francine.

Who was that? the girl asks, stung.

Someone who does not want his picture taken.

An hour later, the girl has found an empty anteroom and sinks into the red velvet pillows on a sofa. The language barrier is too much for her. She waits for Francine to take her home, but the wait is interminable. She stares at the remaining shoulders of a marble statue whose head is missing and can’t work out if it has been accidentally broken off or if it was made like that. She takes her camera out and puts in another roll of film.

A photo of her painting falls out of her bag. She has made several copies to show to people, just in case. Her painting is of the moon: a purple and golden depiction of the view from her window at her grandparents’ house. She is obsessed with framed views: windows, doors, arches. She dreams of the loggias in the Italian villas, built precisely to frame a view, and thinks trompe l’oeils are full of irony. There is one being painted at her grandparents’ now. Perhaps her work is a little too young, but there’s definitely something in it, she’s sure; after all, if they can go nuts over a bucket of shit . . . Even Francine had surprised her with a gift of a gilt-edged frame. Her grandfather had been less enthusiastic, but Francine had said, Art is just a matter of taste. Don’t let him worry you.

Behind plush drapes, French doors overlook arches on the Rue de Rivoli, headlights moving like glow-worms along the street. She holds her camera up and takes a photo, but has no way of knowing, until the film has been processed, that all she has captured is her reflection in the glass.

When they get home, Francine’s mood is tense. She pours herself a large brandy.

Did you get a chance to mention me to anyone?

The glass makes a clink on the bench top, the shadows beneath her eyes are prominent, and the lines around her lips are drawn. She suddenly appears old. There’s a glitter in her eye and her body sways slightly as she says, But of course. They’re dying to see your work.

 

*

After dinner Rachael showed Rupert her portfolio and I retreated to our room to be alone. I began folding Rachael’s discarded clothes. The steak sat heavy and lumpy in my belly, just like the dinner conversation. Lucien mentoring Rachael. Bile surged in my throat. They were going too far – doing too much. What could they possibly gain from us? Did they really want to help? Or was it an unsubtle way of rubbing the past in my face? This family never did anything unless it served their own ends. But maybe, just maybe, they truly believed in Rachael? After all, Francine did discover new talent.

It wasn’t long before Rachael stormed into the bedroom, lightheaded from the alcohol she’d drunk and ablaze with fighting words: ‘Don’t you think I’m good enough?’

I should have seen this coming. ‘It’s not that,’ I stammered, searching for the right thing to say. ‘We don’t want to owe them anything, that’s all.’

‘You know it would give me an edge.’

I had to admit that I did. Lucien Moreau mentoring Rachael would be a real coup – so why did I have a rock in my stomach? ‘I don’t want to be in debt to these people.’

‘But they’re family.’

‘There’ll be a price.’

‘I can handle it,’ she said obstinately and then, after a pause, ‘This is because you knew him, isn’t it?’ She came closer. ‘Because you used to sleep with him?’

‘Rachael!’

She backed off. ‘Well, that’s just charming. So I miss out on lessons from one of the greatest artists of our time, because you once fucked the guy.’

‘Christ . . . Don’t start with me.’

‘That’s real good, Mum. Is that what I should tell them? Perhaps I should tell Dad too?’

I took a deep breath and said very calmly, ‘I know you don’t really mean that. You’re just angry right now. You’ve been under a lot of stress.’

She pouted her lips angrily at me.

‘What with everything that’s happened with the teacher. It’s no wonder.’

Her lips relaxed then and she looked almost fearful; my heart went out to her. She opened her mouth to say something but then backed away, holding her head in her hands.

A pain began to pulsate behind my left eye. I found some aspirin in my handbag and swallowed two. If I was honest with myself, this was not about Francine and Rupert. The truth, I knew, was much more complex than that. Lucien and I had been together so many years ago. Surely it was all in the past? But the rock in my stomach grew harder. The truth was, the idea of Rachael spending day after day with Lucien made me feel uncomfortable.

‘But this is what we want,’ she said, pitifully.

I looked at the messy curls of her dark hair and felt a pang of guilt. It was true, this was an amazing opportunity. Lucien’s backing could be just the thing to seal the Beaux-Arts application. I couldn’t let my feelings get in the way of her success.

‘I’m sorry, Rach. You’re right. You should have the lessons.’

She hesitated. ‘Do you really mean that?’

I nodded, exhausted. What had I felt moments before? Jealousy? Fear? Whatever it was, I was doing the right thing.

She picked at her fingernails with her thumb. ‘I promise, okay?’ She swallowed. ‘I won’t let you down.’ She flicked her hair back off her face and climbed onto her bed. ‘This jetlag’s a fucker.’ She yawned and crawled under the covers.

 

*

I sat on the sill in the dark and turned my phone on. Wolfe had called again. My thumb hovered over the call button, but I was still not ready to speak to him.

The cool air wafted into the apartment. My daughter, my baby – not so babyish anymore – had flaked out on her bed. She was, after all, still my baby. That her school had suggested she was a liar was outrageous. So she had made some mistakes – didn’t we all? A gifted child was always going to be a challenge. I thought of Wolfe’s determination to get Rach to a psychologist. Always trying to set things right – he couldn’t help himself. Was this teacher incident going to drive him crazy too? He had been a broken man after Clippo and things between him and Rachael had not been the same since.

I checked my emails. There was one from the archivist at the Pompidou Centre asking for more information regarding La Baigneuse, but I replied requesting permission to visit instead. There was also a message from Sally – Wolfe had called her and she was asking questions. I didn’t want him harassing all and sundry. I typed a short message.

W – Please understand – you weren’t being reasonable. I’m sorry. Please forgive me. Cx

I pressed send and the knot tightened – why didn’t I feel better?

The opening bars to Sinatra’s ‘My Way’ sounded through the apartment, followed by a deep voice. I found Rupert in his study with his feet up on the desk, a microphone in hand, leaning all the way back in his chair, his hand on his chest and his mouth open wide, singing. A bottle of red wine stood beside him.

He swallowed a few mouthfuls of wine then caught sight of me by the door. ‘Ssstrange to be back, Ms Morgan?’

I nodded. ‘It’s Larkin now.’

‘Good for you.’

The song on the karaoke machine switched to ‘The Lady is a Tramp’. ‘Drink?’ He waved the bottle at me. ‘’S good stuff this.’ He poured me a glass. ‘Bought it at auction. Got a crate of it. Go on – have some.’

I took the proffered glass. The wine ran down the back of my throat, warm and rich.

Half singing and half drinking, he got up from his chair. I tensed as he came closer, waiting to feel his hand on my shoulder, but instead he drew close to a black-and-white picture hanging on the wall of a group of men, which included my grandfather, and then turned to me. ‘I wondered if we’d ever see you here again.’

‘Really? I didn’t think you would have thought of me at all.’

‘True. True. Well, there was an impression.’ His voice echoed into the microphone. ‘A rather lasting one.’

What an old lush, I thought, disgusted.

‘Thasss whyyy the ladeee is a tramp.’

 

*

‘You can come get your things,’ the British voice blares down the phone. ‘It’s safe. Francine’s out.’

The girl sighs in relief that Francine did not carry out her threat to burn all her things.

She enters the apartment carrying rolled-up bin liners, and walks down the hall to her room. Her clothes are strewn all over the bed, all over the floor. Her suitcase has been upended and all her letters and diaries are scattered. She feels a stab of pain in her chest. Some of them have been torn in half. The pages of her diary have been ripped out, scrunched up and thrown across the room. Her eyes well up and she tries to swallow them back. She has a job to do and only half an hour in which to do it; there is no time for tears.

She gathers up the pages of blue airmail paper, letters from her mother. The words catch her eye. My David Austin roses are in bloom. Gloria says they’re prize-winners. That’s just like her, everything over the top. Perhaps you will catch the last of them when you are home in the summer? Now she will get to see the roses.

Next she collects the pages of her diary. What had she written in them? The fanciful words of a silly girl. How lonely she had felt. Lucien. How she was in love. Intimate details. How they were liars. She cringes. Her secret inner life. No one was supposed to read them.

She tries not to think of all the unanswered phone messages she has left for Lucien as she puts all the papers into the zippered pocket of her suitcase. She shoves her clothes and her shoes in until it is overflowing and she has to sit on the case to close it. She tugs at the zipper so hard, her fingers hurt. Stupid fucking thing! She hits the canvas with her fist. Then she stops, defeated. Tears roll down her cheeks, unchecked. She crams the rest of her things into the bin liners.

She carries her suitcase all the way to his studio and rings the doorbell, but instead of the door buzzing open, a stranger greets her. A woman. Tall. Blonde. She holds out a note and says, He asked me to give you this. The woman looks at her, shrugs and says, Sorry.


Wolfe

A message bleeped on the answer phone: ‘Camille, Avery Spencer here, Lucy’s mother, are you coming to the RPA tonight? Something’s going on at the school – it’s pretty big. Won’t go into it now – we want to get as many parents there as possible. Can you make it? Let me know. Ciao.’

The red light of the answer machine stopped flashing; the woman’s cicada voice left a brewing silence. RPA? Was that the Rutherford Parents’ Association? She wasn’t referring to the teacher, was she? Nah, couldn’t be. How could they know? We were told the investigation was completely confidential.

I was being paranoid. Cam usually handled these things and I wasn’t going to get involved now. I pressed the delete button.

Unshowered and unshaven, Mr Brown and I loped down the street to the local shops. We passed my old high school, long since shut down and left abandoned. Apparently it would become apartments. A high fence with barbed wire had been erected but some kids had got a pair of clippers and cut a hole, which they climbed through at night to drink and take drugs and redecorate the building with a sledgehammer. Mr Brown shimmied his way through, sniffing and peeing his way around overgrown weeds.

At the local pub, a bunch of hopefuls stood staring up at the horses on the tellie, white tickets in one hand and beer in the other. I ordered a Resch’s and sat on a stool. Mr Brown sniffed around the troughs hoping for a dropped peanut or chip. I sent Camille a text: Investigation’s going ahead. Need to speak.

I heard a wolf-whistle and spun around. ‘Look what the cat dragged in.’

It was Mick Waller. A pink-faced ex-pro surfer who lived in the area and spent most of his days at the pub running bets.

‘Mate, you look like shit. What’s doin’?’

‘You know, been crook.’

We chinwagged about nothing in particular, while his eyes were glued to the races. ‘Damn!’ He screwed up his ticket and threw it on the floor and skulled the rest of his beer. Rumour had it he’d lost all his comp and sponsorship money years ago and his wife had run off with his best mate. He now spent his life trying to get it back on the races. ‘Anyways, I been meaning to get you to carve up another board for me.’ Mick Waller had been saying this for years.

‘No worries, mate, what were you thinking?’

He explained he wanted something fresh to make his comeback. ‘Wouldn’t mind tryin’ a few new tricks, ya know . . .’ He belched. ‘Hey, got a golden ticket on at Gosford – you should go in. G’arn, come in with me. It’s a sure thing. You don’t want to miss out. Come on.’ He roughed up my t-shirt, geeing me up, and almost had me, but the gates sprang open and the horses were already off and racing before I could lay anything.

The race caller’s monotone voice crept louder; Mick started jeering at the telly. ‘That’s it, just sit on the rails.’ He leant sideways. ‘Got this one from the trainer – straight from the horse’s mouth.’ He laughed at his own joke. ‘You know, Susie came to see me the other day. She wants to get back together – can you fuckin’ believe it? Don’t get boxed in!’ he shouted.

I shook my head; no, I wouldn’t.

‘Told her where to stick it. After all these years. Her bloody husband must have left her. As if I was gonna give up the good life – huh?’ The horses huddled against the rails, the caller getting louder. ‘Round the straight, yeah, that’s right, that’s it.’ He went quiet again. ‘You know how many single desperate birds there are in this town? Jeez. How’s that wife of yours, anyway? Always thought you were punching way above your weight there – flash chick like her . . . Go, son. Go, you good thing!’ Mick yelled himself into a frenzy. ‘Come on! Come on, Bombora! You can do it. Go, Bombora!’ He beat his fists in the air. ‘Yes! Yes! Ye – no! No! Fuck!’

He ripped up his ticket. ‘You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.’

‘Mate, least he came second.’

‘Fuck, mate, are you joking? I had him on the nose.’

I slapped his shoulder. ‘Another one, mate?’

Behind the bar a fresh-faced kid, barely out of school, pulled the beer taps. A big clock on the wall behind him read just after one thirty p.m. He placed the beers on the bar runner and wiped his hands on his apron, waiting for the money; I gave him a tenner. He put the change on the bar; I left it there and so did he. The smell grew – stale alcohol and disinfectant. I looked around and saw the humpbacked shadows of a few blokes sitting on their bar stools, raising their glass to their lips; the white noise of the tellies hanging off the walls and the tinkle of the pokies in the background.

I handed Mick his beer. ‘Cheers,’ he said, and downed it in one hit. ‘Ahhh, thirsty.’ I noted the red in his eyes and his shaking hands. Was this what happened to you when your wife fucked off?

I whistled for Mr Brown. ‘Gotta run, mate. Drop by when you know what you want.’

Mick nodded, already lost in his betting guide. I left my glass half full and as I stepped out of the pub I turned back and saw Mick pick it up.

I grabbed a paper and some milk from the local shop and reminded myself that Camille hadn’t really fucked off on me. All this stuff, this episode, wasn’t about us – it was about Rachael. Camille was scared, that was all. If I wasn’t so pissed off by it all I would have admired my wife’s ability to get what she wanted.

I remembered when we first got together. It was high summer; we were at a barbecue. An Australian cliché: lamb chops and burnt sausages swimming in dead horse – tomato sauce. It was Boxing Day and we were at the beach, watching the boats flap past, blowing all the way to Hobart – bunch of Toohey’s New and VBs in eskies, West Coast Coolers and some white cask wine for the laydees. The Test match crackled in our ears, beer sang on our tongues – eternal summer.

And there she stood. Pretty as the shimmer on a freshly waxed board, watching those yachts as if she wished she were on one. She sipped water, belonging no more to this debauchery than to the earth itself. I was told she sold art.

The old man had left me a shop in the backyard where I could sandblast a busted-up board, smooth her right down and fix the ol’ holes well and good. Pleased my mates no end. Then we’d light up a fat one and suck real hard, and that was my life – me and my mates and the ocean – until next summer, when I would graduate to plain clothes, finally stepping into the old man’s shoes. Filled with concrete they were. Fucking heavy shit-stirring shoes that used to kick my arse all the way to school and out of the familial home, until he kicked his own bucket. Smoked himself to death and poor mum too. Landed in a hospice – the both of them – their throats ripped out as they exhaled their love for each other and told me to pull my finger out.

‘Terry’s got it sorted for you, son. Don’t you go disappointing your old man, now. Son.’ The word son slithered out of his mouth sounding more like sarhn. Sarnie. Sausage sarnie. Best sarnies ever.

‘Don’t worry, Dad, I’ll be there.’

He lay prostrate in the hospice bed. Tubes ran out of his throat, his nose and his arms. He looked small, a cricket among the medical equipment – part man, part machine. I almost felt sorry for the old bastard. Almost forgave him for the leather strap around his waist and the years of salt water stinging open sores. His eyes wept but they weren’t tears. They seeped into sunken holes where his cheeks used to be, his toughness sucked out by God’s straw. He raised his good arm – the arm not strung up with life-fuelling liquid – and gestured for me to come closer. I bent towards him, the smell of death emanating from the pus-filled boils on his neck mixed with the glycerol he used to flatten his hair, still wet and black, as he had always worn it. I felt my shoulders harden against the softening of my heart and tried to swallow down the lump in my throat. After this it would be just me, the last Larkin.

He reached out with one last fever of effort, his tongue licking the air, and with a ceremonious flick behind the ear spoke his last words: ‘Don’t fuck up, boy, and don’t sell the fucking Lindsay, fuck . . .’ Except the fuck was like one long fart, the last wind escaping from the sunken cavity of his chest, never to rise again. Or so I thought. Apparently he’d just passed out. Gone back to morphine land. The old fucker. The doctors said it was pretty normal. They told me not to worry and that the old man still had some ticker.

‘That’s some ticker,’ the doctor had said, slapping me on the shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Larkin, your old man’s a real goer, got some life in him yet.’

As it turned out, he did cark it not so long after; that was just the last time I ever saw him.

I got the house anyway. The old fucker had left me the house. There was no one else.

And I sold the Lindsay.

The old man had come by a Norman Lindsay via the back end of the cop shop – the ‘exhibit room’. Finger to the nose, he claimed no one had come forward, claimed he was looking after it as a ward of the state. I don’t believe it had ever reached the ‘exhibit room’. Those sorts of things never did.

How did I meet her?

She got rid of it for me.

That day it was so hot you could see the heat whistling up from the ground; sweat ran down the backs of our thighs. A fierce black cloud had parked itself above us, opened its mouth and spewed out its guts. Ice-cold drops of a southerly on our skin and we ran for cover, shivering under the lone eucalypt, its sprawling limbs creaking. We huddled there while my mates ran wild in the park, off their heads and crazy. Me, I’d hit a wall. I was no longer drunk and happy; the booze had worn off, deadening my spark but not my pain.

‘I heard you sell art?’

She nodded her head, her lips blue. I gave her my towel.

‘I’ve got something you could sell.’

‘Oh, yeah?’

‘Yeah.’

‘You might find it of interest.’

‘Really?’

‘A Lindsay.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘Do I look like a guy who would lie?’

‘All men are liars.’

‘Seriously. I could show you?’

‘I’ve heard that before.’

‘Okay, I’ll give it to someone else.’

 

*

I unhooked the Lindsay from my parents’ living room wall, where it had hung lifeless all these years. Water dripped onto the canvas as the storm moved over the skylight and darkened the room.

‘Careful,’ she said.

I waited for her to comment, but instead she was silent and ran her fingers across the top of the frame and along the side, where my hands were.

‘Turn it over,’ she said.

I did as I was told; the owner history was scribbled over its back. The painting slipped from my sweaty grip and slowly I lowered it to the ground. ‘Sorry.’

She knelt down, placed her palms to the floor and pressed her nose to the canvas; nymphs frolicked, naked, beneath a waterfall. She smelt the paint and without touching it examined each brushstroke. I was about to say something, when she looked up at me and smiled. ‘It’s beautiful.’

I knelt down beside her. A slideshow of memories revolved projector-style in my head; my parents’ living room with its peeling sofa, the vacant space above the television.

‘I’ve been away,’ I said. ‘You forget about . . . stuff.’ I wiped some drops of sweat from my face with the back of my hand and then wiped my hand on my trousers. Suddenly I had this urge to tell her about the old man and before I could shut my trap, it just spilled out. ‘Bernie’s law, they used to say down at the cop shop. Had to do things according to his way. He was a senior detective before they let him go. Cracked a few cases in his time. He came home early one night and he placed this painting on top of the telly. Said it was a present for Mum. She’d stopped asking questions a long time ago. “Now, take a look at some real art, Wolfe,” he said.’

I laughed. ‘I couldn’t wait to tell the guys at school how Dad had put up some boobs in the living room.’

She laughed too.

I continued, ‘I think he had ideas, you know – ambitions. He wanted promotions. Worked hard. No one could hold that against him. It’s not really a family kind of picture, though, is it?’

‘Not really.’ She shook her head and then her eyes lit up. ‘I can sell it for you.’

‘Dunno that you can.’

‘You said you wanted to sell it.’

I leant back against the legs of the old sofa. She settled down next to me and stretched out, smoothing down her skirt. The rain pattered on the roof, barely breaking the heat.

‘He stole it,’ I said at last. ‘Said some dirty crooks got caught trying to flog it with some illegal stuff. Couldn’t find the rightful owners.’

‘Oh.’

‘Why don’t you just take it? I don’t care what you do with it.’

She caught a drop of moisture off my cheek. I kissed her finger. She smelt like hot grass in the summer.

And that was how I met Camille.

 

*

When I got home from the shops I saw the red light bleeping on the answer machine again: ‘Hello, Mrs Larkin, this is Mrs Tomlinson, Rebecca’s mother. I’m calling to see if you and your husband will be attending the RPA meeting tonight at the school? We’ve received some disturbing news that they’re trying to cover up a sexual misconduct incident. There will be questions. I hope to see you there.’

A sick feeling spread from my guts. They’d said everything was confidential. They even had a name for it – protected something or other. They hadn’t even begun the investigation. How did everyone know? And how much did they know? My finger pressed down on the delete button; the message disappeared.


Camille

The metro vibrated around winding tracks. I was on my way to the Pompidou Centre – my request for access to the archives had been granted. I took out my iPad and continued reading one of the reference books, but found it hard to focus with so much going on in my head. Francine had come through for us: the Beaux-Arts would see Rach for an informal interview on Friday – but only because we had come so far . . . and because of Francine, which I was reluctant to admit. She had also teed up a meeting with Lucien and we were taking Rachael to meet him the next morning. God, I thought, we would have to give her blood in return. And then there was Wolfe’s text. How could they go ahead with the investigation without Rachael? I put off speaking to him again.

I tried to reabsorb myself in the book. It would forever be a shock to me how much art was stolen or moved during the Second World War, so much of which was still missing. I came to an interesting quote recounting a conversation between an art dealer and an unnamed French expert, about a visit he had made to the Jeu de Paume:

 

. . . one couldn’t begin to imagine such greatness in a single room: Goya, Holbein the Younger and Vermeer, hanging side by side. ‘One ought to pay a visit as soon as possible,’ he said. ‘After this they will be sent to Germany and we will never see them again.’ Then he whispered conspiratorially, ‘If you’re lucky you may spot some strays for sale at the next Hôtel Drouot auction.’ I wondered how he knew this, and remembered he was regularly employed as an expert to give valuations at the establishment. I said to him, ‘My dear fellow, it all seems rather surreal. Amazing how these masterpieces have just “fallen” into their hands, no?’ My poor friend looked truly stricken and emptied his glass of wine.

 

I looked through the window. My grandfather had been an expert. And then I had to laugh at myself – don’t be ridiculous, as if he was the only expert in Paris during the war.

Several cars down a man in a dark coat stood with his back against the glass, his body moving with the bends of the train. Tomorrow we would be seeing Lucien. I wondered what he would think of Rachael, whether he would approve? Of course he would take her on. He would be her mentor. And what was wrong with that?

But he was yet to see her work, yet to meet her in person.

What did he look like now? Was he married? Did he have children? I doubted it. I couldn’t imagine him as a father; he just didn’t seem the type. Too . . . what was the word? Self-absorbed. He must be old now. Over fifty. A lot could happen in twenty-one years. There was still a chance he would knock her back. How silly I was being, surely I wasn’t feeling jealous . . . Ashamed, I tucked my iPad back into my bag. The train moved on, shimmying and jostling strangers together as intimately as lovers in a dark corner.

The metro screeched to a halt. I stepped out of the carriage and followed the maze of tunnels, emerging onto the street to see the museum’s pipes, which had been built on the outside, and looked like the oversized plumbing of a toilet.

Inside, the Kandinsky Library was more like a science lab crossed with a nightclub, with its mirrored cubicles and bright red floor. People were quiet, coughing occasionally. I’d already given over my bag at the cloakroom and carried my laptop and notes in my arms over to the main desk. The librarian asked to see my ID; she checked her records, saw that I was approved and gave me a form to fill out, which I completed. Then she ushered me through to a separate reading room.

A moment later she appeared with a small grey file referenced RLQ 7491. Inside was the original exhibition book from November 1943, including a list of works, with their title, artist, and current owner. I flipped through and found La Baigneuse and looked to the space where its owner should have been named but he or she was listed as Anonymous. That was frustrating.

I flicked through it again. At the beginning was a blurb describing the premise for the exhibition and at the end was a list of credits. I skimmed the names, looking for anything that might be a lead, but instead found my grandfather’s name. He was recorded as an expert. At first it struck me as very odd and then I reasoned that of course he should have been there. That was what he did for a living. Ironic that he had once been an expert for this painting. It was a shame I wouldn’t be able to ask him about it. I scanned the indices for anything else, but found nothing. This was just the exhibition catalogue, but according to my notes there should also have been documents surrounding the exhibition. I packed it up and returned the file to the librarian.

‘What about the correspondence?’ I asked the woman. ‘Do you have that somewhere?’

She checked her database on the computer. Finally she looked up. ‘Yes, but as you didn’t reserve them specifically they are with someone else right now. You’ll have to come back.’

I turned and looked over my shoulder, assessing the other occupants of the reading room, but as they were all examining similar-looking files it was impossible to tell who had the one I wanted.

There was nothing worse than knowing you might be one step closer but the paperwork was just out of reach. I wondered who the ‘someone else’ might be – the claimants? It was a possibility. If I had come this far, so might they.

‘Thank you,’ I said, heading for the door.

‘Would you like to reserve them for another day?’ she called after me.

‘Yes, of course, thank you.’ I made a reservation for a few days’ time.

 

*

That night I lay awake listening to Rachael’s tiny snores. I held the pillow over my face, tossing and turning. My thoughts somersaulted on a loop. Lucien. Wolfe. The teacher. Francine. The Beaux-Arts. Rachael. Rachael would meet Lucien today.

 

*

The girl’s hands are covered in paint. She goes to the sink and begins to scrub them, but it doesn’t come off. He is by the taps and takes her hand in his own. It is rough with hard skin. A painter’s hand.

Ouch, she says, pulling back, but he only grips tighter.

This is how you get rid of the paint from the skin.

He takes a glass bottle filled with a greenish-yellow liquid and pours it over both her hands while holding them over the sink. It’s lukewarm and smells of her mother’s roast lamb. A tingling warmth spreads inside her, like climbing into a hot bath. He’s using olive oil. It drips into the sink, the aluminium tinkling with each drop. With a handful of salt he begins to rub the mixture into her hands, the tips of his fingers pressing into the crevices and his nails scraping along the ridges. She looks at his face. He has deep grooves around his eyes and a smattering of white flecks through his dark hair. He stares intensely at her hands, working hard. It’s the same when he paints.

You’re hurting me.

He says nothing, just looks at her, his pupils huge and black, so that she cannot see where they finish and the irises begin. Still he doesn’t relent; instead he turns her palm over and begins working his thumbs deep into the fleshy heart, massaging over and over. She closes her eyes and after a while doesn’t notice the pain anymore, just the tiny flakes of salt rubbing away the top of the skin. They are standing very close and she can now smell his muskiness from a long day’s work. She opens them again when his touch becomes lighter.

We could fry your fingers up and they would be very tasty, he says. Very tender.

She laughs and he brings one hand to his mouth, devouring all four of her fingers in one gulp.

She screeches embarrassingly, like a little girl, Hey, that’s disgusting, and attempts to pull away, but he holds her wrist.

Lucien! Stop it.

This time he stops and draws her fingers from his mouth, slowing right down so that the tip of her middle finger slides between his tongue and lips. She feels heat flare at the base of her spine; it travels to her heart, which pulses against her chest, and glazes her eyes.

His eyes glisten and his crow’s feet sharpen in a wicked smile. She snatches her hand back.

You have to scrub the rest with this, he says, throwing her a dirty cake of soap. She attempts to catch it, but it slips through her fingers and clunks around the sink like a roulette ball.


Wolfe

The water moved fast, black and silky, a mosaic of tiny phosphorescent mirrors, rising like a giant tongue and then crashing hard onto the shore. Sometimes I came down here at night to get a new perspective. Study the arch of the waves as they came rolling in the half-light, naked and free. Seeing their unsurfed majesty and wondering how we could harness them better. How could we fit easier and smoother, ride them like a dolphin? My best ideas came to me here.

Back at my drafting board, by the light of my small desk lamp, I sketched the membranes of some new ones and became lost in the point of the pencil, the arms of a quiet night and the smoke of a reefer settling around me. I wanted to shut everything else out. Big guns were doing designs on computers now. Whipping them up overnight and bam, testing them in the morning. But I was old school. I loved the idea travelling through my fingers and down the pencil onto the page. Some punk had tried to show me once, moving his plastic pen on a notepad and the design appearing on the screen, but it just didn’t have the same appeal.

‘Yoohoo?’ I heard knuckles rap on the garage door and the click-clack of high heels. ‘Hello? Anyone there? Camille?’

I turned around, pulling myself away from this meditation as if through a long tunnel.

A blonde woman wearing tight white pants cut off at the ankle appeared. She had a large handbag slung over her shoulder and clutched a leather-bound folder in one arm.

‘Good evening. I hope I’m not disturbing you,’ she said in a voice that melted. ‘Wolfe, isn’t it?’ She sniffed at the air and made a little coughing noise.

‘G’day,’ I said, pulling myself together and suddenly realising I was just in a pair of daks.

She marched towards me holding out her hand, my half-nakedness not seeming to bother her. She shook my hand hard. ‘Avery Spencer. Sorry to barge in – I tried the front door and then when no one answered I saw the light on in here. Actually I’m looking for Camille – she didn’t come to the meeting tonight. Normally she comes . . .’

I searched around the workshop and saw an old t-shirt hanging from a nail. ‘No . . . she didn’t. She’s away right now.’ I reached for the t-shirt and slipped it over my head. ‘Sorry, I wasn’t expecting anyone.’

She glanced around the workshop, her nose wrinkling.

‘Is there something I can help with?’ I knew she was referring to the RPA meeting but thought it best to play dumb.

‘Sorry. I’m Lucy’s mum. My daughter absolutely worships Rachael.’

I vaguely remembered a chubby girl hanging around the house. I looked at Avery with her caked-on make-up and painted nails and felt sorry for her kid.

‘It was a shame you weren’t there tonight. There was a big parent–teacher meeting at the school. You’ve heard about what’s happened?’ She didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘It’s just awful. I don’t know how they could have let it go on.’ She ran her hand across one of the boards in the rack. ‘I was hoping I could talk to Camille.’ She took her hand away and then dangled it in the air, realising it was covered in fibreglass dust. That stuff could get real itchy.

‘Sorry, it’s not finished that one.’ I fussed around looking for a rag, found one and handed it to her, not sure if it was actually clean. She took the end of it with her fingertips, shook it out and wiped her hands.

‘Has Rachael said anything?’ She watched me carefully.

I didn’t reply.

‘Nor has Lucy, but I heard it’s to do with Mr Everett. You know, the photography teacher?’

I shook my head.

‘Well, allegedly he’s the one.’ Avery’s eyes drilled into me, her voice shrill with excitement. ‘That poor girl,’ she paused, ‘whoever she is.’

‘Sorry, Avery, what’s all this about?’

‘Oh, God! Sorry! It’s me – I just go on and on. There’s a shocking story going around that one of the students has been abused by a teacher. Can you believe it? We are all stunned. I mean, literally, stunned. You really haven’t heard?’

I feigned confusion.

‘No, well, I guess if Camille’s away . . . Anyway, as I’m the chair of the parents’ association it was my responsibility to ask the hard questions – so I questioned the principal tonight and oh, did she flounder – couldn’t put a sentence together. I said –’ and she pumped her fist into her palm ‘– “We have to have transparency – we have a right to know what’s going on – for our daughters’ sakes.” It’s their safety at risk, after all. I bet she was planning to keep the whole thing quiet. Anyway, as you can imagine, the parents went ballistic. She should have sent a letter to everyone immediately. She should have been upfront instead of trying to cover it all up. Hopeless.’

Sweat broke out on the back of my neck. What a nightmare. How had they found out? Someone in the school office? A teacher? Another kid? Who knew? I shouldn’t have been surprised, really. Stuff this explosive was always going to get blown sky high. We just weren’t expecting it to happen so quickly. Poor Sheehan – I actually felt sorry for her.

Avery lingered over my drafting table.

‘Ms Sheehan asked for people to come forward with any information.’ She lifted up a page and then let it drop. ‘Have you met him?’

‘The teacher?’ I caught a glimpse of disapproval. I shook my head again. I’d never seen the guy.

‘Fancy the school hiring someone like him. There was bound to be trouble. Thankfully he would never have troubled Lucy.’

‘Why’s that?’

She gave a snigger. ‘You obviously haven’t seen my daughter.’

‘Can I get you something? A drink?’

‘Oh no.’ She waved away my offer. ‘I must run. I just popped in to give Camille this. But I’ll give it to you instead.’ She reached into her folder and took out a piece of paper. ‘It’s to keep you abreast of the situation,’ she said. ‘Lord knows what’s going on and we need to protect our girls.’

She click-clacked towards the door. ‘Well, let me know if you hear anything. Give my regards to Camille and Rachael. Byeee.’ She rubbed the tip of her nose and left.

I unfolded the sheet of paper. There was an image of three icons inside a Give Way sign – a mother and a father holding hands above a child, followed by: Your right to ask. Give your child a voice. Know the dangers in your child’s school. Demand the truth. info@parentsforsafekids.com; www.parentsforsafekids.com; Twitter: @safekids; Facebook page: safekids.

I screwed it up and threw it across the garage to a bin – missing and hitting the floor. We didn’t even know if the guy was guilty. I felt that creeping tingle of dread. A part of me felt responsible; the rest of me hoped Sheehan would get it sorted.


Camille

Rachael shook me awake. The morning light crept bleakly through the window. ‘Get up – we’ll be late for him.’ Rachael was already fully dressed, her lips glistening with pink gloss.

My phone buzzed. Rachael grabbed it and pressed the answer button.

‘It’s Dad.’ She held the phone out.

‘Jesus,’ I mouthed silently at her, screwing up my face.

She shook the phone at me and I snatched it from her, turning away.

‘Hello?’

‘Cam.’

There was silence, surprise at hearing each other’s voices. I always felt that whatever happened between us, we were joined by an invisible elastic band – we’d always spring back.

‘You answered.’

‘Yeah. Didn’t mean to.’

‘Thanks.’

‘How are you?’

I heard his breathing. ‘Shit, Cam . . .’

‘I had to stop you.’

‘You’re fucking kidding me, right? Look, I’m not gonna say anything about what you did right now because there’s bigger shit going down, but it was fucked up running away like that.’

My own anger simmered. I wanted to scream at him – how dare he not support her! I was about to explode when he cut me off.

‘I don’t give a shit. It’s happened. But you need to know this: Avery Spencer paid me a little visit last night – apparently there was some big meeting at the school, Sheehan’s calling for students to come forward. The parents are panicking; they think there’s a cover-up and Avery Spencer’s running some activist group. It’s not just about us anymore. The lawyers want to speak to Rachael – they want a video conference.’

‘Not a chance in hell. There’s no way. I’m not putting her through that and you shouldn’t want to either.’ I stopped and lowered my voice. ‘It’s just a storm in a teacup. Avery’s a bloody gossip . . .’

‘You should never have left. You need to come home. Now.’

I felt my fury rising again, and I struggled to keep it in check. ‘I have to go. I’m late. I’ll call you later. We’ll talk later.’ I hung up before he could get a word in. Damn it. Not this morning.

My laptop was open and beeped to announce a new email. Wolfe had sent a link to Avery’s website: www.parentsforsafekids.com.

That woman stuck her nose in everywhere; she had too much time on her hands. I clicked on the link and the homepage opened. What every parent needs to know to keep their kids safe: we are the eyes and ears of our community. Don’t be afraid to speak up.

I followed another link to the Facebook page and scanned some of the status updates: Listen to your child: don’t accept anything but the truth from our schools! Mostly they sounded like Avery having a big rant. Don’t act surprised when your child sees porn on a smart phone that you gave them. Give them a basic mobile. It’s worth it for your peace of mind. You can’t control what your child downloads on a smartphone! I felt weary and was about to shut down my laptop when a second email pinged through. It was from Monica at the Courtauld.

Second stamp has been very difficult. No proof but I have an educated guess: Galerie Frey-Duval, Paris. The F and the y match their branding. See attached for comparison. Gallery still operational today. They keep their own archives, although apparently they’re not available for consultation. Check Red Flag List. xx

In 1946, the Allies produced a report of people and organisations that were active in the art trade during the war; it was called the Red Flag List. Appearing on the list didn’t necessarily mean that a person or institution was guilty of art theft, but it was part of the checking process. I wondered if Francine knew of the gallery.

I’d have to follow up later. Now, we were running late.

 

*

Francine, Rachael and I squeezed together in the back of a taxi, Rachael’s portfolio across our laps. She caught my eye and smiled, nervous but excited, the dull light seeming to make the green of her eyes even more brilliant. She reached over and took my hand in hers, clasping it tight. I felt a flutter inside, already on edge from Wolfe’s phone call this morning. Yes, this was right. This was our next move and Wolfe would see I had made the best decision. Then she reached over to Francine and took her hand too.

The traffic was awful, my stomach flipping with each swerve. Keen to get my mind off Lucien and Wolfe, I asked Francine whether she had heard of the Frey-Duval Gallery.

‘Of course,’ she said instantly, ‘It’s a quaint little firm on the Rue de la Boétie – it’s been around for years and is now run by the son. He’s an expert in Utrillo, like his father before him – Papa could have told you more, of course. He knew them well. Why?’

‘Oh, just a lead I received this morning for my research.’ I decided to visit the gallery after Lucien’s.

She glanced out the window. ‘I heard they were going under. Times are tough.’

 

*

Lucien’s studio was on the seventh floor of a building by the Seine on Le Quai des Grands-Augustins in the sixth arrondissement.

The entrance was an inconspicuous green door, between a cafe and an antiquarian bookstore. Francine pressed the bell and we waited. My palms felt clammy.

Rachael dug her fingers playfully into my ribs. ‘You nervous?’

Nervous? Don’t be ridiculous, I thought. I was not that silly girl with melodramatic fantasies anymore. ‘Very funny. Just give me a sec. I need to grab something.’ The phone call had thrown me and now I was feeling a little lightheaded; I ducked into a grocer’s for some paracetamol, and as I went to pay, the man behind the counter presented me with an artichoke. It was heavy and huge with a large stick-like handle. I was not sure why he gave it to me, and began to make excuses, trying to hand it back, but he winked at me and refused to take it. ‘C’est cadeau,’ he said. ‘C’est bon pour le coeur.’

I rejoined the others and we climbed the stairs to Lucien’s studio.

He was standing in the open doorway, waiting for us. There was his profile, his black curly hair, the aquiline nose. He smiled – not with his mouth, just with his eyes. He was exactly the same. Older than me by more than ten years, age and success had only given him more presence. I gripped the banister, swallowing hard to catch my breath. No matter how many times this scene had played out in my head, I could never have prepared myself for it. Twenty-one years was a long time; I was no longer that person.

He held a cigarette between his fingers, dropping ash on the floor. ‘Camille.’ His voice, the baseline of a bassoon; he kissed my cheeks. ‘What a pleasure to see you again.’

My nose grazed his chin; I inhaled: smoky pepper, old leather and methylated spirits.

He kissed Francine and they chatted in French for a few minutes while I waited to introduce Rachael, feeling a mix of pride and apprehension. Finally they paused, looking towards us.

‘And this is Rachael,’ I said, as if unveiling a prize.

Rachael stepped forward with her hand out. Lucien took it and instead of shaking it lowered his cheek to hers.

‘It’s lovely to meet you,’ she said. ‘I mean, thank you for meeting me.’

‘It’s nothing,’ he replied.

I watched him to see if he was impressed. There were different measures of success, I thought. Rachael had worn her hair pulled back and I almost leant forward to pull the elastic out.

His gaze switched between the two of us. It was hard to tell what he was thinking; he looked detached, thoughtful. Give him a chance, I chided myself. We’ve only just got here.

‘Ah, yes, only a little resemblance, eh?’ he said, stepping aside to let us through the door. ‘Come in. Come in.’

He rested his hand on my hip. ‘Is that for me?’ he said. I looked down at the artichoke. I’d forgotten I was still holding it. Why hadn’t I just dumped it?

He took it from me. ‘No one has ever given me an artichoke before.’ He kicked the door shut with his bare foot. ‘You know what they say about artichokes?’ He held the cigarette between his lips, closing one eye against the rising smoke.

I shook my head.

‘Good for lovers,’ he smirked, pulling the cigarette from his lips and blowing out the smoke.

A bright light streamed from enormous glass windows that spanned the floor to the ceiling, overlooking the gothic peaks of Notre-Dame and the twisting arm of the Seine.

The studio was in disarray – its normal state, I supposed. An easel stood in the centre, bearing a cloth-covered canvas; beside that was a small stool on which his paint-smeared palette was balanced, and then a large farmhouse table covered with paints, tools, pots and rags. There were no drop sheets; every surface was splattered with paint – even the ceiling. The easel faced a single kitchen chair. The frame. His stage. I imagined a subject seated on the chair. How did they pose for him? What did he ask for? I wanted to pick up the edge of the sheet and peep underneath and was struck that once he had shared his work with me, that once we had shared a bed. I looked at him again. We had been different people back then and I wondered if those people still existed somewhere in a parallel universe.

Rachael and Francine had seated themselves on an ailing sofa.

‘Coffee?’

There was a small kitchenette where a coffee percolator on a gas hob began to steam. He picked out four mismatching espresso cups and filled them with hot dark liquid.

He handed me a cup. Up close there were some small changes; his shoulders were more rounded, his chest had the slight caving of age, the lines on his face had grown deeper. But his gaze was the same. Always observing.

‘You look different.’ Eyes like sealskin. ‘Not how I remember you.’

‘I’m surprised you remember me at all,’ I said, my voice an octave higher than usual. My mind was blank. I wanted to flee. The coffee would only make things worse. A shot of something would have been better. Was that wrong at ten a.m?

He shrugged as if what I had said was a given. ‘It’s good? To be back?’

‘Yes. No. It’s been a long time, I guess. It’s for Rachael, really. She’s beside herself with excitement. This is her dream. Anyway, we are very well. I’m very well. Amazing where life takes you. You know, marriage. Kids. All that.’ I winced.

He smiled vaguely, balancing the other cups between his fingers, and carried them over to Francine and Rachael.

I followed and lowered myself down on a broken spring.

Rachael said something about how much she was beginning to love coffee. ‘I could get used to the way the French do things,’ she said. ‘But then, it is in my blood.’

‘So it is, my dear,’ Francine said, patting her arm. ‘So it is.’

Lucien perched on a high stool. Francine asked whether his show was sold out and Lucien grimaced. ‘Normally by the end of the first night, but this year I don’t know.’ By that he meant that two or three remained. They talked of people I could only assume were buyers – people Francine had perhaps sent his way.

Rachael eyed a large cabinet that held racks of canvases; she got up and wandered over, touching the tops and flipping through them. ‘So what does your work go for?’ she asked Lucien.

I shrank inwardly. Francine and Lucien exchanged glances.

Rachael saw our faces and said, ‘What I mean is, am I touching works that might be worth thousands of dollars?’

‘Hundreds of thousands,’ Francine said.

Rachael’s hand froze and she placed the canvas delicately against its neighbour. ‘Oops.’ She smiled. ‘That must feel awesome. To have someone buy your stuff for a small fortune.’

‘Honey, why don’t you lay out your work on the table for Lucien?’

She stalked across the room, but paused beside the easel. ‘Is this where the magic happens?’ She fingered the edge of the sheet. ‘May I?’

Lucien swivelled around. ‘I’ll show you later,’ he said. ‘I want to see you first.’ The you rolled languidly and persuasively off his tongue, as if he had unclothed it.

Rachael locked eyes with him. She was unafraid of this older, more experienced man.

‘It’s very kind of you to have a look at Rachael’s work,’ I said.

He shrugged, cupping his hand to relight his cigarette. ‘You get to this point and for me, I want to give something back.’ He inhaled. ‘And anyway, I owe Francine.’

Rachael spread the enlarged photographs of her oil paintings across the tabletop. ‘They’re ready,’ she said. I liked that she didn’t show her nerves and didn’t crave his approval or play the sycophant. She led Francine and Lucien through her work. ‘I love the face,’ she began. ‘To me, everything has a face, a personality, a set of emotions – even inanimate objects – and I try to find the meaning behind. Sometimes it’s a struggle – this emotional truth. It’s a kind of puzzle and it’s like I am the one who fits the puzzle together.’

‘And here, this one, have you found it here?’ Lucien pointed to the Love self-portrait.

She looked up at him. ‘No.’ She touched the corner of the photograph. ‘This one took me a long time. There are many layers underneath – you can’t quite tell in the photograph.’ Lucien bent closer and removed it from its plastic sleeve.

‘No, I can see.’ He ran his finger across Rachael’s jawline in the picture. ‘I can see the struggle,’ he said. ‘It is something like this for all of us. It’s the challenge a good artist has – how to portray the emotional truth. Tell me, do you feel it in here?’ He pushed his finger into her chest, in between the line of her breasts to the cage of her heart, and I started.

‘Yes,’ she stammered. ‘I think so.’

Lucien put the picture down. ‘We shall see.’ He lit another cigarette. ‘It is not something I can teach, but I can help you find it if you are capable – that much we can discover.’

Rachael and Lucien continued to discuss her work until they fell quiet and Lucien appeared to contemplate it in silence. After a moment I spoke up. ‘Rach, can you get us a refill please?’ I pointed to the coffee cups and she obliged, giving us the opportunity to talk.

‘So, what do you really think?’ Francine asked.

Lucien’s head fell to the side. ‘It’s hard to say. She may have something – this work is interesting in one so young. When’s the interview?’

‘Friday.’

‘I’m not sure if I’ll know before then but start her with me tomorrow. I will tell you then whether you can mention me.’

‘But what’s the issue?’ I asked, hearing a high-pitched reed in my voice. ‘Surely you can see – I mean, it’s obvious.’

‘Camille . . .’ Francine gripped my arm. ‘It’s hard for you to be objective.’

Rachael returned with the percolator and refilled each cup. I felt my cheeks burning.

I drifted over to the window and the magnificent view. Birds circled and plunged above the river. It was Turner’s sky, all silver and moody greys with a burst of yellow-white light above the cathedral. Lucien came up beside me.

‘Sorry, I’m tired that’s all,’ I said. ‘I just know she has something. Surely you can see it?’

He gazed along the river. ‘Don’t be anxious,’ he said. ‘She can obviously paint and she has ideas and drive. She’s confident. She has a spark.’

‘Yes, she does,’ I said, feeling tears prick my eyes. I blinked them back.

‘She seems unafraid to explore.’ He took the cigarette from his mouth, grinning. ‘I like that.’

‘She has to work hard,’ I said. ‘You know what it takes.’

‘Don’t worry. We’ll work hard.’

‘I don’t want her to be just good.’

‘You can’t force these things,’ he said.

The birds continued to swirl and dive against the shadow of the pointed turrets of the Conciergerie on the Île de la Cité. I felt uneasy – it was seeing Lucien again, I supposed. Would Wolfe have let her do this?

‘What are you two talking about?’ Rachael appeared behind us. Her question was playful but there was an edge of something underneath. Had she heard us?

Francine said from the sofa, ‘Rachelle, Lucien has agreed to mentor you, starting from tomorrow.’

Rachael smiled coyly up at Lucien. ‘I was worried that you didn’t like –’ She stopped. I didn’t believe for a second that she thought he wouldn’t.

We gathered our things, kissed him goodbye and made our way to the door.

‘Camille?’

‘Yes?’

Lucien winked. ‘I know a very good recipe for the artichoke.’

 

*

The metro screeched into the dark tunnel, sparks flying. I caught Rachael smiling to herself in the glass. The cabin light flickered on and off and our skin was bathed in a dull yellow, but even so, Rachael bloomed. Seated opposite, a man in a business suit stared openly at her. People generally did. As if drawn to a magnet, men would turn their heads and she would gaze straight through them, as if she was oblivious to her power, but really I think she was well aware of it.

Had Lucien felt this too? She had been subtle with him. Cool with a hint of deference.

‘So how was that?’ Rachael asked. It was just the two of us now; she was coming with me to the Galerie Frey-Duval. Francine had other things on.

‘Fine,’ I replied, unsure whether she meant her meeting Lucien for the first time or me seeing him again.

‘I can see why you fell for him.’

I looked away; I didn’t like her probing and felt annoyed that she had found out about the affair.

She continued, sounding pensive, ‘I like that he’s just about his work. Nothing else exists for him. It’s inspiring being around someone so . . . in tune.’

The train pulled into the station. We were squeezed out of the carriage and swept up in a tide of bodies flowing along the platform, through the tunnel, towards the connecting train. She held onto my arm; her hand felt small and cold in spite of the pink flush across her cheeks. We arrived on the next platform to see our train moving off.

‘I think we’ll be a good pair,’ Rachael said. ‘He said that I’m gifted.’

I frowned. When had he said that? Had they been alone together?

We boarded the next train. I could see Rach clearly now, her eyes open and bright, a picture of innocence. She looked happy.

 

*

Rue de la Boétie and the surrounding area was famous for art dealers and auction houses: Hôtel Drouot, Wildenstein, Charpentier, Cailleux . . . They were all here or had been here once; it was now filled with high-end fashion boutiques and expensive hotels.

Rachael and I came to a shop window displaying a single painting on an easel – an Utrillo. The gallery’s interior was concealed behind thick drapes. The name Galerie Frey-Duval was printed in gold lettering above the glass. The door was locked, but there was a bell with instructions to ring. I pressed it.

‘What are we doing here again?’ Rachael asked.

‘It’s for La Baigneuse – you know that.’

I didn’t know what I thought would happen by turning up like this – normally I would have at least phoned ahead, but there’d been no time that morning, and since we were out and about anyway I thought I’d take a chance.

‘How long are we going to be here?’

‘Not long.’

A portly man of an indeterminate age opened the door. ‘Oui?’ He sounded exasperated. His arms were overflowing with files, glasses swinging on a chain around his neck. He looked from me to Rachael and then his face brightened.

I fumbled, suddenly feeling nervous. ‘Er . . .’

‘Can I ’elp you?’

I’d hardly said a word and he knew we were foreign. I was mesmerised by his shiny crown and plump pink cheeks. ‘Is this the Galerie Frey-Duval?’

Rachael shot me a look that said, Der.

‘Oui. Yes.’

‘I’m so sorry to turn up like this – I should have called first. My name is Camille Larkin and this is my daughter, Rachael. I’m a provenance researcher and I’d like to ask you a few questions, if possible – if you have the time.’ I took out a business card from a pocket in my bag and gave it to him.

‘You are from Australie,’ he said, reading the card. ‘I ’ave always wanted to go there. C’est le rêve. Nous les français rêvons tous d’y aller un jour.’

We nodded, smiling, still standing on the pavement. I raised my eyebrows enquiringly, moving towards the door.

He fussed about, looking around himself, touching his forehead and stepping back. ‘Oui, oui, Jacques Frey-Duval.’ We shook hands. ‘This way. We are in the middle – you know, changes. I ’ave just five minutes, if you please.’

He held the door ajar, waited for us to come through, bolted the street door and waved us through into the shop. It was filled with crates; paintings were propped against the walls, none were hanging – just the hooks that they used to hang from. It was hard to find a place to stand.

‘It is unfortunate,’ he said. ‘We are closing.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

He looked wistfully around, the corners of his mouth moving. ‘Time for something else.’

I wondered how many generations the gallery had been in his family.

‘Please, this way to my office.’

We followed him, squeezing past the crates, to a small room out the back of the building. His office was cluttered with files. He cleared a bundle from two chairs and gestured for us to sit down. ‘I would offer you something to drink, but alas . . .’

I thanked him but said it was not necessary.

‘So have you come about the Utrillo?’

‘Er . . .’

‘I love Utrillo,’ Rachael crooned. ‘Can you show me? I’d love to see it properly – through the window’s just not the same.’ I glared at her. ‘I mean, after we’ve finished in here.’

Jacques seemed delighted to hear Rachael declare her love for his life’s passion. ‘You ’ave good taste.’

‘We’re not here for the Utrillo, sorry,’ I interjected. ‘Actually, I’m hoping you’ll be able to shed some light on something for me.’ I took out my BlackBerry and showed him pictures of the dealer stamp. ‘Is this one of yours by any chance?’

He heaved his torso forward to take the BlackBerry from me and put on his glasses. He was silent for a time and then handed the BlackBerry back. ‘It is ’ard to say. Per’aps.’ He cleared his throat. ‘What is this for?’

There was a note in his voice, something had changed. I wondered if the claimants had been here asking questions.

I smiled, trying to reassure him, and told him I was researching the provenance for La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux and about Monica’s guess. ‘Did your gallery once own the painting during the war?’

The pink faded from his cheeks. He stared at us, no longer the charming, bumbling old man, his eyes had become dark marbles. ‘It could very well ’ave been sold ’ere; but, désolé, we ’ave no records.’

Monica had mentioned their records were not available for consultation, but I didn’t know why. Perhaps many people came to them with questions? Even from this angle things had to be handled delicately. ‘I see – that is a shame. I should have called first – I didn’t mean to spring this on you.’

He shook his head back and forth. ‘Ah no, no, no. But I am so very sorry. It is very unfortunate there was a big fire some years ago and all the records went pfft.’ He gestured with his fingers something going up in smoke. ‘I am sorry to say.’ He pffted again. ‘There is no way of knowing.’

I leant forward and said in my silkiest tone, ‘Is there any chance you could just check?’ My elbows rested atop a pile of papers, one piece sticking as I moved my arm. ‘My grandfather spoke very highly of your gallery.’ It was just a little lie.

‘Your grandfather?’

‘I think my grandfather knew your father – Anton Delamotte?’ I had no idea whether they had known each other, but it was worth a try. They would all have come across one another at some point.

Jacques’ eyes opened wide. ‘My God, why did you not say this until now?’ The colour flooded back into his cheeks. ‘My father was a great friend of your grandfather. ’E is still . . .?’

I nodded. ‘But I’m afraid he’s not well. And your father?’

He shook his head. ‘It is not good to be so old. But ’e is remarkable, non?’ He tapped his head. ‘Everything up ’ere is very good. ’E understand absolument everything. Nothing ’as changed. I am very sorry to ’ear about your grandfather. ’E is a great man. So many people, so much respect. ’E is much loved.’ He looked puzzled. ‘But I do not understand – you are from Australie, but Francine, she is ’ere.’

‘My mother was Francine’s sister, Marguerite.’

He continued to look puzzled. ‘No, I think I never met ’er.’

‘Can we see the Utrillo now?’ Rachael asked.

Jacques manoeuvred his way out from behind his desk, sucking his substantial belly in, and took us back to his showroom, where he opened the curtains and turned the masterpiece around. It was one of Utrillo’s classic cityscapes of the streets of Montmartre with dulled colours from his white period. Jacques spoke of the artist’s early life, his mental illness and how fortunate he had been to have met him as a young boy. Rachael fired off questions, until I gave her a nudge and said we should take our leave. Jacques unlocked the door.

‘It was a pleasure to meet you,’ I said as we shook hands again, his palms plump and moist.

‘I shall speak to my father,’ he said, pulling his waistcoat down.

I turned to him hopefully. ‘Oh, that would be wonderful.’

‘’E will want to know the granddaughter of Anton.’

We smiled and waved goodbye and moved on out into the street crowd. Even though they had spurned us for most of my life, I was glad that, once again, the family name could help in some small way.

 

*

The next day, Rachael began her work with Lucien at his studio, which also included a visit to his exhibition. I spent the hours staring at my laptop trying not to look at the time. I logged on to the Art Loss Register and looked up the Red Flag List.

I clicked the document open and did a search for Frey-Duval.

The cursor jumped quickly through the document and highlighted his name:

 

Frey-Duval. One of the most active collaborationist dealers. Worked with Rochlitz, from whom he acquired paintings looted by the ERR and which he later sold at Hôtel Drouot through intermediaries. In touch with Haberstock, Schoeller and Cailleux. Reported to have assets concealed under the name of Mme Vernier (sister-in-law, 25 Rue de la Pompe) and Mme Bescon, also a sister-in-law (13 Ave Victor-Hugo). Indicted by French government.

 

I’d heard of Rochlitz and Wendland; Rochlitz was a German art dealer based in Paris and Haberstock was one of Hitler’s appointed dealers. Any painting associated with these names had to be checked thoroughly. There was no doubting culpability when you were known to have done business with them. No wonder Jacques’ tone had changed yesterday. His father had possibly gone to prison.

Barry was not going to be happy with this. I composed a long email to him, explaining that while we still had no actual proof that the painting had been stolen originally, we still did not know how it had left Bernard’s possession. However, that Frey-Duval was a convicted collaborator and the painting had allegedly once been through their dealership was highly suspicious and required further investigation. I did have another lead for a possible sale, which I would be chasing up shortly.

This was a lie, of course – I had no such lead – but I didn’t want him to lose all hope, and anyway my expenses had to be paid.

Rachael still had not returned; I found myself clicking on Avery’s Safe Kids Facebook page again to see the updates. I’d put off calling Wolfe – I couldn’t face any more of his demands to come home.

A few mothers had posted suggestions for keeping abreast of teenagers’ internet passwords. What a load of crap, I thought. Teenagers should be given some autonomy. It taught them respect – keeping them on a tight leash only made them want to rebel. Bloody Avery, she’d only started this website to keep up with all the gossip.

It was after seven when Rachael finally walked through the door, half-tipsy and triumphantly, waving the catalogue in the air. She threw it across the kitchen bench to me and then pushed the window open, took out a box of matches and a cigarette from her coat pocket, lit it and blew the smoke outside.

‘I thought you’d stopped.’ I didn’t like that she smoked and she knew it, but I preferred that she didn’t hide it.

‘I know, but we’re in Paris! Everyone smokes.’ She ashed out the window into the courtyard.

‘You were at the exhibition for ages.’

‘I sent you a message,’ she said, her eyes aglow. ‘I had no choice. He ran into people and we had to go to this bar afterwards.’ She inhaled. ‘You should see his stuff, Camille – it’s wild.’

‘I’m seeing it now,’ I said, looking at the catalogue and wishing I’d been asked to join them.

‘Anyway, it was worth it – Lucien said we could use his name at the Beaux-Arts.’

‘Really?’

She nodded, staring dreamily up into the sky.

I dropped the catalogue, and gave her a big hug.

‘Okay, okay.’ She pushed me off her. ‘No need to get all sentimental.’

‘Oh, honey, that’s amazing.’

‘I know! I’m so excited I could scream.’ She leant out the window again and squealed.

I dragged her inside. ‘Shhh, the neighbours.’ We beamed at each other. ‘Well, this is a good start for tomorrow.’ I reached out and took the cigarette from her hand, took a quick drag and then threw it out the window.

‘Hey! That was mine.’

‘Smoking’s bad for you.’

She rolled her eyes, picked up Lucien’s catalogue and began talking me through her favourite works.

 

*

‘So what did I tell you?’ Francine said in the taxi on the way to the Beaux-Arts the next day. ‘Shall we go over it again?’

‘I’m good to go. There’s three on the panel: Michel Berrinoux, Philippe Pataut and Bernard Vilmouth. Michel teaches drawing, Philippe theory and Bernard prac. Michel has been there for fifteen years, Philippe five and Bernard eight. They look for originality, freshness and spark, but may have a different agenda each year. Perhaps they want a new sculptor or someone in new media, but the point is they want to shape you and teach you all the disciplines before focusing on whichever your speciality may be.’

‘And what about the interrogation?’

‘They’re looking for thoughtful analysis and a process behind the body of work. Every decision has to be mindful, but it must be an emotional process too.’

‘Don’t forget to think before you answer,’ I added.

Rachael’s face was taut with concentration; she looked to Francine. ‘Could you go through the possible questions again?’

Francine obliged. I had to admit, she was being so helpful and it seemed genuine. I wondered if she was sorry about Marguerite? Did she feel bad that they had never reconciled and now she had missed the opportunity? And that was why she was helping us now? Perhaps we both felt bad about the past.

The taxi headed down Rue Bonaparte, stopping outside imposing iron gates and a palatial courtyard surrounded by decorative arched alcoves: L’École des Beaux-Arts.

Francine guided us not to the faculty enrolments but to a side entrance. ‘Michel will meet us here.’

A moment later a tall, thin man dressed in olive corduroy trousers and a black turtleneck greeted us. He kissed Francine’s cheeks, and they spoke quickly in French. I caught the words nouvelle, protégée, artiste, passionnée . . . He had a small, angular face.

‘Rachelle, this is Michel Berrinoux. He’s going to talk you through a few things before you meet the board.’

‘So great to meet you,’ Rachael said, pushing her hand forward to shake his. ‘C’est un rêve d’être ici.’

I turned to her, surprised; she really was surpassing my expectations. Francine must have taught her some French.

‘Parlez-vous français?’

‘No, not really – but I’m learning!’ she responded coquettishly.

We made our introductions, exchanged pleasantries, and then Michel motioned for Rachael to follow him.

‘Rach . . .’ I caught her sleeve. She faced me hurriedly. I hugged her close and whispered in her ear, ‘Remember, your work will speak for itself. Don’t be intimidated.’

‘I’ll be fine.’ She backed away holding crossed fingers up in the air, her portfolio tucked under her arm, then spun around, sailing off to Michel.

‘Good luck, okay?’ I felt my eyes fill with tears. ‘We’ll be here when you’re finished.’

But by now she was chatting casually and easily with Michel, as if this was nothing more than a hair appointment, not at all as if her future lay in his hands.

I watched their silhouettes grow smaller as they walked down the hallway, her legs in black tights and his long and spidery, until they turned into a room and were gone.

Francine was looking at me with a mixture of pity and amusement. ‘She’ll be back in only a few hours.’

I didn’t bother responding. It may have been only a few hours for her but to us it was fourteen years of planning and hard work – and for me, even longer.


Wolfe

The Ford sat like a patient friend in the driveway. I put the new shooter in the back tray. Mr Brown jumped around my feet, his paws scratching the concrete. The engine turned over and Nirvana Unplugged sprang out of the tape deck, Kurt’s nasal twang whining. I shifted into reverse and was about to press down on the accelerator when I saw a young girl hovering in our driveway. Christ. I slammed on the brakes. She wore a school uniform and I recognised her as the chubby kid with the nutcase mum. She fiddled with the strap of her backpack and looked at me mournfully: a dog who’d lost its owner.

‘Mr Larkin,’ she mumbled, painfully shy. ‘It’s Lucy. Is Rachael home?’

I turned the ignition off. ‘Crikey, Lucy, I nearly ran into you.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Look, Rach has . . . she isn’t home right now.’

Lucy bit down on her bottom lip and looked anxiously towards the front door.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘Um . . .’ Her forehead creased. ‘I really need to talk to her,’ she said urgently.

I shrugged. ‘Sorry.’

‘Her phone is off too.’

‘Oh yeah, it’s um . . . being repaired.’

Her chin began to tremble. ‘Hey . . .’ I opened the car door and instinctively went to put a hand on her arm, but then stopped myself. I looked up and down the street. ‘Hey, it’s okay.’ I tried to sound reassuring; she seemed on the verge of tears. ‘Whatever it is, I’m sure it’ll work out.’ A pulse beat faster. The girl’s teary face was different to Rach’s; there was something more childlike and raw and real about it. This girl knew nothing about hiding her feelings, they were just there, etched into her ruddy cheeks. Did she know something? I’d bet her mum was giving her the third degree. ‘You wanna chat about something?’

She sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. ‘No . . . um . . . I’ve got to go. I’ll be late for school.’ She hesitated. ‘Goodbye.’

I watched her scurry down the driveway, a scared mouse. I remembered seeing Rach trying to teach her some dance moves: ‘You see, that’s how you do a body roll. Now you try it.’ The girl had jerked her body back and forth, but Rach had folded her arms. ‘You’re either born with it or you’re not.’ Rach ran her finger under the girl’s eye. ‘But don’t worry, you’ve got nice eyes – just like one of my dolls.’ Rach had a large collection of dolls – she’d been fixated with their faces since forever. I used to catch her poking them in the eye. It seemed she treated Lucy pretty much the same way.

Poor Lucy. Obviously a fan of tough love. I wanted to run after her, grab her arm and make her talk to me. Instead, I watched her trot away down the street.

 

*

The road gets under your skin. The rhythm. The speed. The white lines. I drove past tight urban flats and suburban bungalows, along a newly built three-lane highway that that led to the airport and opened out onto a twinkling web of estuaries and finally onto Botany Bay. I was heading to the Cape, a shark-infested, charging slab that broke onto a shallow ledge, which a local gang had christened their own: Home. I needed to clear my head.

The Ford did not have air conditioning, sadly, but it was built like a Mallee bull and had the stamina to match. I wound the window down and hung my elbow out the side. Mr Brown poked his head out and soon we were both windblown, our mouths filling with hot air.

It gave me a pang for Rach; I missed my surfing buddy. She was so like her old lady with that cool eye of distance, playing the boys, dropping in and snaking and smiling. The boys would flash an angry eye and then they would see it was her and smile in awe. At first, I was proud – she had more guts than a whale – but then I began to sit back and watch this thing as it grew inside her, this slice of coldness, this determination, this thing I just couldn’t put my finger on.

I didn’t know what to believe. If Rachael wasn’t lying, then the teacher had abused her and who would want that to happen to their kid? But if she had lied that was almost as bad. And if she had, why? I looked hard at the bald truth: had she had an affair with him? Perhaps he had blown her off? Both were possible. But if she was telling the truth – a sickening thought – then why had they run away? Running was an admission of guilt. Did Camille know something I didn’t?

Harvey White had been chasing me about speaking to Rach and I’d been letting him go through to the keeper. I called his number and put him on speaker.

‘Mate, unfortunately Rachael doesn’t want to talk about it anymore. I’m afraid there won’t be a video conference.’

‘That’s a shame. But we understand. Okay. We’ll press on and be in touch.’

The call ended.

Mr Brown smiled at me, his gummy mouth full of yellow teeth. I ruffled his fur. ‘You all right there, mate? Pretty good life you lead, hey? Eat, shit and sleep.’ Mr Brown panted, his tongue hanging loose.

He raised his leg and began licking himself.

‘Yeah, that’s what I thought.’

 

*

There it was, a perfect blue tube barrelling over a dark gloom in the water. Black figures emerged from the rocks, glistening, boards under their arms, cutting strange right-angle figures. A bunch of them watched from the shore. I knew a couple of the blokes – adrenalin junkies, their eyes huge and wild. We exchanged nods. One of them had a massive gash under his chin and blood poured down his chest.

Today they came in fours, rolling in from the south-east, creeping up slowly with an underside of clear blue glass; they peaked in a magic perpendicular lip, folding over themselves on the right-hand corner, their spume spraying in the wind, before thundering and crashing over black barnacle-covered rocks. Mr Brown licked his chops, his back legs wiggling. ‘All right, mister, all right.’

Clad in my wettie, I climbed down slippery sharp-edged craters and waited for a wave to crash. I jumped in with my board and was dragged out to the line-up. It had been a while since I’d done this break and just watching its jaws clamping gave me the willies. But I needed this.

There were clear divisions in the line-up. The locals, a young crew whom I could have thrown over my knee for a good hiding, gave me several stink-eyes; we knew each other by sight and although I wasn’t one of them they’d seen me around enough to know me – I’d probably run around with their dads back in the day. They slapped each other on the back and called each other names like Phantom and Rhino, hooting and howling and tossing back their heads while I stayed out the end, hoping for a wide one, a lucky scrap. They were gifts when they came, pure Venetian-glass gifts. I knew the law of the land – as I was not strictly one of them, I had to wait my turn.

A pair of long arms deftly carved through the chop, a tattoo of a snake coiled around the biceps; the mouth was drawn open and a pair of fangs reared at the neck: Clippo. Of course. We eyed each other. He was up next, but I’d been drifting for a while. Across the seaboard, the swell ballooned in the distance, bigger than the others. A beautiful smacker – the King, the El Dorado – exposed its glassy eye. Clippo gave me a greasy, turned away and began to paddle hard.

‘Fuck it,’ I whispered, seeing red and suddenly wanting to smash this fucker to smithereens. I stroked madly into its path. Clippo was closest to the whitewash as it began to crumble but I was further along the lip and rose up the inside of its shining belly, dropping down and cutting him off. The wave closed over our heads.

‘You fucking drop-in,’ he shouted.

‘Sorry, mate,’ I yelled back as he sailed dangerously close.

‘Get off, Grandpa!’

But I kept on riding, moving back and forth in sharp angles, shaving my hand through the water, beating the twirling fold until we came eye to eye. We stared off for what seemed like minutes but was really only seconds and then the tip of Clippo’s board nicked the back of mine. I popped a reo off the lip and landed, upright, riding forwards, but Clippo flew off and was consumed by a giant mouth that chomped violently on to the rocks. I fell back into the swell, my chest expanding with satisfaction. I watched for his head to pop up and felt mildly disappointed when he dragged himself up out of the water. He smashed his board down, yelling at his mates who ran to help, blood dripping down the side of his face. Someone threw him a towel and handed him a bottle.

A couple of blokes began to circle me, slapping my board and then my shoulder. ‘You’re in for it now, fucker!’ one of them yelled.

I caught the next slab in and called it quits. The water rushed around me as I tried to find a grip on the rocks. Mr Brown greeted me, unaware of the gathering crowd behind him. Clippo and his goons stood above me, a human wall, watching with dark eyes, their gang motif tattooed in a thick chain across their chests. The water swelled and sent me off balance. I fell back into the ocean, scraping my hands and feet along the rocks. There was a glint in their eyes. I waited for the next rise to gain momentum and get a proper hold and this time I gained footing and climbed out. I flicked the water out of my hair and tucked my board under my arm. The boys folded their arms across their chests, barring the way.

‘Great day,’ I said. ‘You should get back out there. Don’t want to miss the real action.’ I made to move past them but the bare-chested line-up closed in. Mr Brown started growling. ‘It’s all right, mate,’ I said, ruffling his fur.

‘Who do you think you are, mate?’ Clippo stepped forward; a line of blood ran down his cheek.

I said nothing but felt his breath on my face. The boys moved closer.

Clippo glared at me and then his face relaxed and he held up his hand. ‘It’s okay, boys. Let him go. What’s one drop-in, hey?’ The fangs around his neck appeared to pulse. ‘Anyways, I’ve dropped in on his daughter. Could call it even.’

I felt it like a set of knuckles in the kidneys and took a few seconds to ease up. ‘Watch it, mate,’ I said, my voice low and steady. ‘We’ve all got friends.’

Clippo stood his ground, the whites of his eyes shining, his fist clenched. There were too many witnesses here.

‘Stay away from our turf, you old cunt,’ he said in an iron husk of a voice. ‘Fucking blow-in.’ He wiped his lip with his forearm. ‘Next time you’re a goner.’ He turned and walked away, his shoulder blades carving through the skin on his back.

My blood was racing. The rest of the goons made similar noises, one of them pushed me, but they retreated.

I picked up my towel and made my way back to the Ford. Something hammered away at the inside of my head. I peeled off my wetsuit, the salt water like a slippery second skin, stinging the cuts on my hands and feet. Bits of coral were stuck in the shredded bloody flesh. I sat on the edge of the car seat and picked out the pieces I could get with my fingers. I took my water bottle and washed the cuts as best I could. I’d have to douse them in disinfectant when I got home.


Camille

Francine drove us south-west along the Périphérique towards Chateau de La Roche Guilbeault in the direction of Versailles. From the rear window I looked back to see the sun cresting over the jagged skyline, dotted with 1960s apartment blocks.

Rachael sat in the back of the car, pensive. She had come out of the interview that morning remarkably poised and tight-lipped. Yes, it had gone well. No, they hadn’t given her any indication that they would accept her. Yes, they had liked her work. She’d looked secretly pleased with herself. She liked that. To hold something back. To make us wait.

‘But you feel confident, darling, don’t you?’ I asked her.

‘Yes, Camille.’

‘And you think we’ll find out in a few weeks?’

‘That’s what I told you.’

Francine peered at Rachael in the rear-view mirror. ‘I’ll call Michel next week for his feedback.’

An orange strip lay across the horizon, burning feebly, until it extinguished after a few seconds and the now-rural landscape took on a dark grey before pitching into darkness. Francine turned up the music and Brahms’ Violin Concerto in D major filled the awkward silence.

I glanced at Francine’s profile, so carefully constructed, not a hair out of place. Her focus remained on the road. I couldn’t tell whether she was thinking about Rachael and the Beaux-Arts or if her thoughts had travelled elsewhere, to another time and place, and a similar situation with me.

 

*

We drove up a sweeping driveway and the shadow of the attic windows and the tall, thin chimneys of the old chateau were outlined against the night sky. A single strip of light shone between the drapes in one room and the rest of the house was unlit, except for a tiny outdoor lamp above the service entrance. Rachael poked me in the hip. ‘Holy shit!’ she mouthed.

I suppose I’d felt the same way when I’d first seen it. Baroque in style, the chateau was long and imposing with a grand domed centrepiece, flanked by two wings. Even in darkness, La Roche Guilbeault, with her manicured formal gardens, outhouses, church, crypt and forest, was impressive.

Francine took us through the service entrance. We left our overnight bags in the foyer. ‘They spend most of their time in the salon now,’ she said, referring to my grandparents. ‘Bring the ashes, Rachael. My mother will want them.’

We followed Francine down the drafty corridor. Rachael pulled on my arm, ‘You never told me they were this rich!’

‘Don’t get too excited. This is France, practically everyone has a chateau.’ I thought of Wolfe and how I’d never shared this part of my life with him either. What would he make of it all? He didn’t care for such things anyway – money didn’t matter to him.

Francine knocked quietly and then, without waiting for a response, entered the room. We were hit by a strong musty smell – the smell of old age and decay. Even before I saw her face, I felt a shiver. My grandmother, Marie, was a very cold woman.

We stood amongst an enormous amount of clutter: old furniture, books, tapestries and antiques; dusty manuscripts crippled the spindly legs of side tables; walls were covered with paintings; plaster had cracked and fallen away from the cornices; Persian rugs were laid one over the other, their corners ragged. In the centre was a large chaise longue where my grandfather slept. He was barely recognisable, his skin translucent and loose, a shrunken version of his former self. A small electric radiator heated the room.

Marie sat upright at a table, playing cards. Francine bent down to kiss her mother. She squinted up at us, shouting, ‘Avez vous apporté les cendres?’

The smell grew thicker. Up close, my grandmother’s red lipstick seeped into the cracks around her lips. It seemed she had dressed for the occasion, but then I remembered my grandmother dressed in order to receive guests at all times. Rachael was holding her sleeve underneath her nose. I nudged her and she raised the cedar box Francine had found for the ashes.

‘Bon,’ Marie grunted. ‘Vous n’auriez jamais dû la faire incinérer.’

‘I’m sorry . . .’ I began, understanding her, but replying in English.

Francine began to translate, but Marie stamped her foot. ‘Pourquoi ne nous l’avez vous pas dit plus tôt?’

‘Marie, it’s been over twenty years since we’ve had any contact with you. I made the decision on my own.’

Marie’s eyes had already widened before Francine opened her mouth to translate. ‘Quelle insouciance,’ she spat. ‘Par la grâce de Dieu, le prêtre a décidé de procéder à un service commémoratif. Il est fixé pour dans trois semaines.’ Marie returned to her cards. ‘Dites-lui, que tout est arrangé,’ she muttered to her daughter. ‘Il est trop tard pour faire des changements.’

‘She says it has all been arranged,’ Francine began.

‘I heard her.’

‘You really should have called us earlier,’ said Francine, as she took the ashes from Rachael’s hands. ‘We could have helped.’

‘Forty years earlier?’ I snapped, thinking of the struggle of a single mother.

Francine squeezed her lips together as if to prevent herself from speaking.

I looked at my sleeping grandfather and my chest hurt. It was hard to see him so changed. What an inspiring tutor he had been, so learned, so passionate. It was true he had barely noticed me, but even to be in his presence had been enough. It was a shame Rachael would only know him as this ghost. Francine hadn’t explained what was wrong with him.

Francine placed the ashes on the mantelpiece.

‘Could we open a window?’ Rachael said.

‘It’s not possible, they’re sealed shut.’

 

*

‘Rachelle, I’ve put you in Marguerite’s old room,’ Francine said as she ushered us out and gestured for us to follow her.

‘What’s wrong with him?’ I asked.

‘I told you it would be a shock. Unfortunately,’ she said matter of factly, ‘he has lost his mind. We see him, his body is there but he is not there at all.’

A great wave of sadness overcame me. That wonderful mind, all that work. I couldn’t believe it. ‘Francine, that is awful. When did it happen?’

‘For some time now. It gets progressively worse. But I think we are all used to it.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ But it was me I was feeling sorry for. Another one, gone.

We reached the landing and continued to follow Francine all the way down a long corridor, where she stopped outside a bedroom. The door clicked open, interrupting the solitude of an unlived-in room. My mother’s room as a young girl and then a young woman, before she had been sent away. It was exactly as it was when I’d stayed here, with silk curtains and a matching bedspread, covered by an array of pink and cream chenille pillows. Now it was Rachael’s turn. I peered out the window. Outside it was pitch black, of course, but I could picture from memory the manicured garden and the pretty courtyard with a beautiful fresco, a trompe-l’oeil of an exotic garden and a red rose.

Francine absently touched a silver-plated hairbrush lying on the dressing table and I pictured my mother sitting on the stool, brushing her blonde hair and dreaming the things that young women dreamt of, like falling in love and getting married. Had she really dreamt of such things? It was hard to imagine. I’d only known her as someone who didn’t believe in dreams.

‘We kept her jewellery box.’ Francine opened up the silver box next to the brush and pulled out a string of pearls. She held them up to Rachael’s neck, pulling my daughter’s hair back and watching her reflection in the dressing-table mirror. ‘They look lovely on your skin.’

Rachael draped the pearls over her head and looked at herself in the mirror.

‘Maman couldn’t bear to throw anything of hers away,’ Francine said. I had to stop my mouth from falling open; throwing away the daughter was fine but not her things.

She swung open the armoire. ‘We kept some of her clothes, too.’ Several gowns hung in plastic wrapping. ‘They might fit you,’ she said to Rachael.

Rachael parted the hangers, the silk shining through the plastic. ‘They’re beautiful.’ She touched them gently; here was a girl so different from the one who had torn through her Mémé’s wardrobe recently, declaring her drab. Rachael’s eyes were glazed. She was drifting from me. These people offered her something I never could.

A small black-and-white photo was tucked into the edge of the velvet-lined lid of the jewellery box. It was my mother and Francine. The date written on the back was February 1973. The year I was born. They were standing on a bridge, rugged up in coats, laughing.


Camille

The next morning, I crept out of my room and crawled into my mother’s old bed with Rachael. She was snuggled deep under the duvet. I put my arms around her, drawing her close. ‘Time to get up, sleepy head.’ She wriggled around and smiled at me with her eyes still sealed shut. Tiny blonde downy hairs grew along the tip of her ear. ‘Do I have to? It’s so cold.’

‘We can sneak a look at the house before anyone gets up.’

‘Hmm . . .’ She opened her eyes and studied my face. ‘You look tired.’

I pulled away from her, rubbing my face with my hands. ‘Gee, thanks. You’ll be old one day – remember that.’

‘Oh, don’t be like that . . . maybe I should paint you. Then you can be beautiful forever.’

‘Ha! No, thanks!’

She stared at the ceiling. ‘It’s so weird this used to be Mémé’s room. I can’t see her in here at all.’ She propped herself up on her elbow. ‘Don’t you think it’s odd they kept all her stuff? I mean, did they think she would come back?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ I said. I’d spent years asking myself why they’d done what they had.

Rachael traced the vein on my temple with her finger. ‘Do you miss her?’

I brushed her hand away, suddenly not wanting to be touched, and nodded. ‘Of course I miss her. Like one day you will miss me.’

‘I don’t want to think about that day.’ She held my hand against her cheek. ‘Do you think Dad’s okay?’

‘Yes. Why?’ I replied, thinking it strange she should worry about him all of a sudden.

‘Oh, you know – the teacher stuff.’

I wondered what was going on with the investigation – I hadn’t told Rachael about it. ‘You should have come to me in the first instance.’

She looked as if she was about to cry so I changed gears, throwing the covers off and dragging her by the hand. ‘Come on, let’s snoop around.’

 

*

We slid from room to room along the parquet floors in our thick socks, the sunlight revealing the truth of the chateau’s shabby state: peeling paint; cracks in the walls and floors; broken windowpanes; mouldy bathrooms. Most of the rooms were shuttered, stripped of personal items and furniture, and what was left was covered in sheets. Rectangular outlines were left on walls where paintings had once hung. Half the house had been closed since I’d last been here. It had been full of life back then – artists cruising through, the kitchen hectic. The house was shrinking, reduced now to three or four rooms out of forty. Why didn’t they sell up and move somewhere more manageable? But Rachael saw something quite different. To her these bare rooms were full of character, forever stained with their previous inhabitants.

‘Don’t you see? Can’t you feel it?’ We stood in a room that would have once been someone’s bedroom but was now bare.

‘Okay – so there used to be a bed and a dresser and a wardrobe . . .’

Rachael stared sombrely into the corners and at water-stained wallpaper. ‘Someone once cried in here. Had sex. Gave birth. Breastfed. Was scared. And someone else thought about suicide. It’s all left behind. Can’t you feel it?’

I ran my hand along a crumbling windowsill and looked at the dirt on my finger. Yes, there it was, hundreds of years of dead skin cells on my finger. The room became colder, a draft from somewhere grew. I shivered. I looked at Rachael and she looked at me.

‘Boo!’ she cried. I squealed and we both burst out laughing.

The next bedroom had been turned into an office. Was this where they kept my grandfather’s notes and correspondence? But on closer inspection the files seemed to just be account records. I thought of the rows of books in the drawing room. Surely they didn’t keep my grandfather’s entire life’s work in there? All of his private letters? His archive and correspondence? How would it all fit? Where had they put their art collection? Had they sold it?

The door opened. ‘What are you doing?’ It was Francine. I felt myself grow hot, but Rachael spoke calmly, ‘We were just being a bit nosy. I’ve never been in a house like this before.’

‘Oh, I was going to show you around. Camille doesn’t know the history. Have you been out to the garden and studio yet?’

We shook our heads.

 

*

The garden had once been a source of comfort to me. Its manicured hedges, geometric gravel pathways, statues and moss-covered benches gave way to secret hideaways and daydreams. It was where I’d first seen Lucien. But now it was unrecognisable: hedges were overgrown and had been devoured by the predatory Japanese knotweed, gravel turned to mud, the small group of trees in the distance, originally an ornamental backdrop, now a thorn-covered impenetrable forest; bits of rubbish, plastic and paper, had blown in and been left to rot. I felt choked up. We came to a small clearing, a paved courtyard. The stone wall and the rusting gate where Lucien had painted the mural was shrouded in ivy. I ripped at the vines and they came away from the wall; underneath the stone crumbled, the mural patchy.

‘Rachael, this is one of Lucien’s early commissions.’

‘It’s flaking off,’ she said.

‘How could you let it get like this?’ I asked Francine.

‘We clear it all the time but it seems to grow back overnight. There simply aren’t the resources anymore.’

I asked Francine why she hadn’t arranged for my grandparents to move to a smaller, more manageable residence, but she explained that they would never consent to it. ‘Rupert offered to have the house fixed up but they’re too proud. This is their home. They fought hard for it. I couldn’t take that away.’

Fought hard for it? The words snagged; I guessed she meant they’d worked hard for it.

Francine struggled to open the rusting door to the studio. It had been built in the fifties as a place for artists to use when they needed space. My grandfather had loved to discover new talent. It was similar to a large greenhouse, trapping as much light as possible. Now covered in cobwebs and dust, the studio was a mess. Francine rummaged through a stack of canvases. ‘Ah yes, here it is.’ She pulled one out. I saw the gilt-edged frame and felt my face colour. ‘Rachelle, when your mother came to stay with us she was a very serious young girl – too serious. She wanted to be a painter, too. Just like you.’

Rachael looked at me, not understanding at first. ‘What?’ She appeared surprised and then dismayed. ‘Really?’ She took it from Francine.

The picture looked like a child’s attempt at painting Halloween. The sky was purple, the moon hung like a white ball in the top right-hand corner, a bare tree curled in the foreground. It was flat and dull.

‘She wanted me to get her into the Beaux-Arts,’ Francine revealed.

Rachael’s expression became dark.

‘I was young and fanciful,’ I said. ‘You bought that frame for it and told me it was wonderful.’

‘We didn’t have the heart to tell you the truth.’ Francine took Rachael’s arm. ‘Lucky for you, my dear, you don’t take after your mother.’

On the way back to the house, Francine announced she was going to the local markets and asked if Rachael would like to come.

‘Better than hanging around here all day,’ Rachael said in an undertone, giving me a sour look. ‘I’d love to,’ she said loudly to Francine.

The two of them left arm in arm like co-conspirators.

 

*

I wandered around trying to find a signal on my BlackBerry. One bar finally popped up in the old music room. I sent Wolfe a quick email: Any news on the investigation? I guessed he would tell me straight away if anything big had happened. The phone bleeped with a voicemail message. I pressed the button to listen to it:

 

Bonjour Camille, it is Jacques Frey-Duval. My father would like to meet the petite-fille of the famous Anton Delamotte. Can you meet with ’im next Tuesday, midday? If I do not ’ear from you, it is confirmed. I look forward to see you again.

 

I tucked my phone into my back pocket, and drifted out into the hall, finding myself outside the salon where my grandfather now lived.

Perhaps Jacques’ father did have some news on La Baigneuse after all. I wished I could ask my grandfather and felt a pang of sadness again. The art world was so small – they all knew each other, especially back then. Business was conducted via letters. Letters which would have been archived somewhere. Again, I wondered where my grandfather kept his. I twisted the door handle and peeped through the gap in the doorway. His body was motionless, wrapped in his bathrobe, nestled into the sofa. He seemed to be in a deep sleep. I looked at all the piles of stuff and noticed that there were also stacks of loose papers on the floor; reams and reams of it, covered in old-fashioned typewriter script. I could just sneak in and take a quick look. I tiptoed inside and over to the first stack of papers, picking up a few sheets and skimming over them. They seemed to be written in a personal shorthand and made no sense. In another pile, I found a draft of a thesis on Delacroix. On the shelves were a series of notebooks. I slid one out, but a snuffled cough startled me and I turned to see my grandfather sitting up.

‘Que cherches-tu, alors?’ His eyes seemed clear and his voice was coherent – perhaps this was one of his rare moments of clarity.

‘Sorry . . .’ I hastily returned the notebook.

‘Viens, viens, ma chère,’ he said. ‘Assieds-toi. Veux-tu quelque chose à boire?’

I shook my head no, edging towards him, and settled in the armchair to his right.

‘C’est merveilleux de te revoir, ça faisait si longtemps,’ he said.

‘Yes, it’s been a very long time. It’s good to see you too,’ I said, feeling jumpy about being sprung.

‘So long, you have forgotten how to speak the mother tongue,’ he replied. His English was careful and slow, his voice still the same hypnotic one I’d always loved.

I smiled cautiously and thought to correct him – English is my mother tongue – but said nothing. Was this the disease?

‘Faces I never forget, but names, they tend to escape me,’ he said.

‘Is that so? I’m not very good with names either,’ I said, thinking it an odd thing to say. ‘But you remember mine?’

‘My dear, you must be having a joke, I would never forget yours.’ He crossed his legs and his gown fell open, exposing hairless shins. ‘You’ll never guess what they gave me the other day.’ He was like an excited child.

‘No, what’s that?’

‘Tellement belle . . . one of the finest.’ He gestured with his hands. ‘A Delacroix.’ He had an energy that made me nervous and brought back my mother’s last moments of false vigour. Should I call the nurse?

‘Grandfather, you showed me many Delacroix in the Louvre – remember?’

His glassy eyes enlarged further. ‘The Louvre? No, it was at . . .’ He frowned. ‘You call me Grandfather?’

‘It’s Camille, your granddaughter . . .’ I said. Memories returned, goosebumps tingled up my arms. ‘Remember? You taught me? You showed me several Delacroix and many others.’

The muscles in his mouth worked up and down. Finally he said, ‘Who are you? Have you come to take me?’ He began to shiver.

‘No, no. No one has come to get you. Please, calm down. No one’s going to hurt you.’ I touched his arm but his panic only grew. ‘It’s okay. I’m here. I’m not going away.’ I wrapped his gown around him and draped the blanket across his legs. I saw his drink bottle. ‘Here, would you like a drink?’ I held it out.

He accepted the bottle and sucked heavily on the straw. ‘La musique?’ he muttered, his eyes fading. ‘La musique . . .’ A change came over his face and his eyelids began to droop. Then he opened them again. ‘Tu lui ressembles.’

‘What?’

‘Ta mère . . .’

‘Marguerite?’ I said, kneeling on the floor beside the sofa and gripping his hand in mine.

He fell quiet and his body appeared to deflate. We sat in silence. His eyes closed and I heard the air escape from his nostrils. I laid my head beside his chest on the edge of the sofa, and forgot what I’d come here for.

 

*

Rachael and Francine came back from their trip laden with shopping bags. ‘Expensive markets,’ I remarked, and Rachael replied, ‘Do I have to ask you first, Camille?’ I was still puzzled as to what I’d done to upset her. ‘A girl needs a wardrobe,’ Francine interjected. I looked at her. It was easy to see through her behaviour; it was all she knew – how to buy someone.

Dinner was a hotchpotch affair of leftovers from the week gone: boiled eggs and soggy cabbage and a selection of cold meats that were crusty and full of white circles of fat and I couldn’t tell which part of the animal they’d come from. Francine, Rachael and I cleaned the kitchen. I put the dishwasher on and then the electricity whirred, the light bulb blew and we stood in darkness.

‘I have a torch and some candles here somewhere,’ Francine said. There was the sound of drawers and cupboards opening and closing.

‘Does this happen often?’ Rachael asked.

We heard a wail from Grandfather’s room.

There was a rustling coming from where Rachael had been standing and a moment later I heard a match strike and she held up a flame.

‘Where’s the fuse box?’ I asked. Rachael’s match went out.

Francine shoved a candle in my hand. ‘It’s in the basement.’

Rachael lit another match and held it against the wick, then lit a further two candles.

‘Wait here, while I check on Maman and Papa,’ Francine said. She took another candle and the matches with her.

I looked at my daughter, the flicker of the yellow candle turning her expression dour. ‘You shouldn’t take things from Francine,’ I said. ‘You don’t know what she wants in return.’

She folded her arms across her chest. ‘You’re wrong. They’ve been great.’ Her jaw jutted out. ‘You know what I think your real problem is? I think you’re jealous. They like me better than they ever liked you.’

Her attitude confirmed my suspicion. ‘So you are upset with me.’

‘I’ve just realised a few things, that’s all,’ she said grimly. ‘Just things I never knew about you.’

‘Don’t be so dramatic.’

‘It’s like I don’t know you at all.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘Why didn’t I know about all this?’ She gestured around her. ‘And your own art?’ She paused. ‘And what you did to Francine. All along you’ve been saying it’s them. But it’s you.’

My heart quickened. ‘What did she tell you?’

Candlelight created deep hollows beneath her eyes; her mouth was drawn thin and yet smug in the delight of a secret. My hand twitched; I wanted to slap her. ‘I don’t think you know what you’re saying.’

The light of the third candle floated in, a burning, gliding star. ‘Camille? Can you help me?’

Francine led the way down the hall to the servants’ staircase and opened a concealed door to reveal a stone staircase leading underground. It smelt damp and musty. The corridor was windowless, a place for hiding and storing things, a place that echoed of tragedy. How dare Francine talk to Rachael about me! We came to the boiler room and picked our way between boxes and various bric-a-brac to an old cupboard fixed to the wall. Francine twisted a key. ‘Don’t worry, it may look archaic but things were built to last in those days.’

I held the candle up and saw a mess of wires and old copper fuse boxes.

‘It’s pre-war,’ she said. She handed me her candle. ‘So it’s the entire house that’s gone.’ She began to fiddle with the sockets, pulling out spare parts from a crumpled paper bag. Francine’s pink nails looked odd against the electrical wires and if I hadn’t still been seething I would have laughed at the incongruity of this sophisticated woman getting her hands dirty – plucked straight out of a Helmut Newton photo. ‘If this doesn’t work, I’ll need to have a look at the generator.’ She wiped her forehead. ‘But I’m afraid that’s normally Rupert’s domain.’

Something clinked at my feet; the tiles I stood on were loose.

‘I think it’s this one here . . . and if I just thread this through . . .’

A light trance had come over me. I wanted to tell her off, but the words stuck in my throat. The anger made me shake.

‘There, that should work.’ She walked over to the wall and pulled a cord hanging from the ceiling. A naked bulb switched on and the room filled with bright light. ‘You see? All fixed.’

Our skin looked old and harsh in this new light. I struggled to remain calm. ‘What did you tell her?’ I said, searching her face for signs. For lies. Where did they live? In the eyes, in the lips, in the brow? Where did they hide? In the twist of the muscles?

Awareness flooded her face. ‘I only told her the truth.’ She wiped her hands on a rag.

‘The way you led me on?’ There was an ache in my cheeks, in my throat, in my chest.

Her eyes turned hard. ‘Dear Camille, it must be hard to carry around all this anger, non?’ She put the dead fuse in the paper bag. ‘You must stop blaming us. Things were so different back then. We all did what we thought was right; Maman and Papa sent Marguerite away. You are lucky – she was strong-willed and did what she thought was right. It’s nobody’s fault.’

My jaw flexed. ‘Just like you sent me back home.’

‘That was different. You were a little liar.’

She blew out the candles I still held in my hands.

‘You can stop buying my daughter stuff.’

‘Camille, don’t be so paranoid.’

She pushed past me and turned off the light.

 

*

The girl puts her key into the front door and tries to turn it without making a sound. She frowns. There is a bright light underneath. It’s late. Too late to be night anymore. Perhaps the light has been left on for her. She can hear her own breathing. The door clicks open. She smiles to herself – boy, has she been a devil tonight! She is smug in the knowledge of her little secret. She closes her eyes to a surge of desire and has to steady herself against the wall, it’s so strong. Is it the secrecy that makes it so thrilling? She’d been lazy not leaving earlier, not keeping to her plan and coming home at a reasonable hour, but she fell asleep with her head on his chest and woke up in a fright, not knowing where she was and finding she was alone. She hated when he left her like that, didn’t wake her up. But nothing could keep him away from the canvas.

She closes the door and, yawning, her fingers slip. She steels herself for a loud clunking noise. Crap, she mouths, hoping that she hasn’t woken Francine and Rupert. Then she remembers that Rupert is travelling.

She is starving and creeps into the kitchen for a late-night – no – early-morning snack, salivating at the thought of the chocolates in the fridge. She opens the fridge and, squinting against the bright light, reaches blindly for the white box she knows should be at the back.

Camille.

The girl yelps and hits her head on the top of the fridge.

Camille, commands the voice again. It’s Francine.

You scared me, she says, bracing herself; she has been found out at last.

Francine is dressed in a silk nightgown. Her eyes bore into the girl; they are clear and bright and strong, and the girl looks away, scared.

Where’ve you been?

At a friend’s. The lie pops into the air as effortlessly as a bubble. You can’t sleep? the girl says, trying to act casual.

I want to talk to you. Francine crosses her arms. You haven’t been calling Emmanuel Perrotin, have you?

The girl’s heart freezes. She shakes her head and exhales.

Emmanuel seems to think I have been calling him.

She shrugs her shoulders. Sorry, no idea. She begins to move away towards the door and the warm, cosy bed that lies only a few rooms away, but she feels something sharp dig into her hand. Francine is driving her nails into her palm.

Are you sure? You wouldn’t lie? Francine’s stare pierces into her and the girl feels currents of panic rise up through her core. Because it would be very bad.

The girl shakes her head vigorously.

After a moment Francine releases her hand and the girl escapes to the sanctuary of her bedroom. She strips off, forgoing brushing her teeth, and climbs into bed in only the t-shirt she had been wearing. That had been close.


Wolfe

The old man used to say, ‘You can’t save anyone but yourself, so don’t even try.’ He’d say these things with his fingers full – sometimes with a glass of whisky or a cigar or a cigarette; it didn’t matter, they were always in one pie or another. There finally came a time when I stopped listening.

Terry raised his fist and banged on the bar top. ‘Another round, champ.’ The old man’s best mate held up the bar, regaling the other patrons with cop stories of the good ol’ days, the stories getting taller every time he told them. I liked to come down and listen. He was in full swing, a fair few sheets to the wind, when I pulled up a stool beside him. Since the old man had croaked it, Terry had taken it upon himself to replace him. I didn’t mind. The old guy was as hard as they came and wore the skin on his face like a warning, but at his core – and not many people knew this – he was as soft as a seedless prune.

After wrapping up a yarn about Ray ‘Gunner’ Kelly – a notorious New South Wales police officer from the 1960s and Terry’s mentor – he saw me beside him and grinned. ‘You look like shit.’

‘I’ve heard that.’

I’d been coming here for years. An old scungy pub, the Eagle was open till late and even later if you were ‘locked-in’. It was filled with pool tables, pokies and drug deals, its reputation as ugly and as rough as the hairy bikers who haunted it – men who drank hard and often and preferred the smell of alcohol to their wives. We could all hide in here. Even Terry.

I looked into Terry’s hound dog eyes. ‘Gotta ask ya something without your cop hat on.’

He nodded. ‘You know we’re family, mate.’

I could trust Terry. I’d had to in the past. I took a swig of my beer and swallowed. ‘What happens when a teacher is accused of fiddling with his students?’

He ran his hands through his hair, narrowing his eyes, ‘Cop hat off?’

I nodded.

‘We can do a number of things – depends what you want.’

I shook my head. ‘Jesus, Ter, no – nothing like that. Just off the record. I want to know the process, that’s all. What do you do to the guy?’

‘Okay. Speaking hypothetical then . . .’

‘Yep.’

‘We’ll get the call from the school and send some people in – specialists. They’ll do an investigation. There’s got to be enough evidence. Witnesses. No evidence – no charges. If we can lay charges, he’ll be hauled into court.’

‘And?’

‘He –’ he paused ‘– or she, let’s not be sexist here. Plenty of women get into trouble too, you know. Anyway, if they’re convicted they’d be strung up. Crucified by the papers and tortured on the inside. Those blokes hate a kiddy fiddler. Nothing we can do about it. The nature of the thing.’

‘What if he’s innocent?’

‘That mud sticks. He’s fucked either way.’

The bar got rowdier.

‘Something you wanna tell me, mate?’

Shaven-headed blokes in truckie’s singlets bumped shoulders and raised scarred knuckles, looking for a fight. I turned back to Terry. I wanted to tell him how they’d left me, how they’d fucked off without as much as a hooroo, and how all this teacher stuff was getting seriously out of hand, but all I managed was: ‘Cam’s taken off with Rach. I’m on my own.’

‘Great.’ Terry missed it completely and clapped me on the shoulder. ‘Let’s get shitfaced.’ He ordered more drinks and we drank, and Terry banged on some more about how things at the cop shop had changed for the worse. ‘Not like when your old man ran the joint.’ And we drank some more and the sods in the bar came and went and the noise grew louder and the air grew stickier and the smell grew thicker and the heaviness in my chest grew less.

‘So all that mess with Clippo cleared up?’

‘Yeah. Nah.’

‘You shoulda let us take care of it.’

‘Yeah, shoulda.’

The music got louder and my brain went numb. I watched a ring of young girls dancing round their handbags to Cold Chisel’s ‘Khe Sanh’, their faces red with heat and booze, their clothes falling off their shoulders and riding up their hips. One of them smiled at me. She came over and took my hand, pulling me onto their makeshift dance floor. I fell towards her, floppy and harmless, lurching into their circle and tripping on a leather strap. I muttered, ‘Sorry’, unable to find my balance, and then felt Terry’s grip pulling me back and pushing me outside. Fresh air hit me. ‘You piss-ant excuse for an old mate,’ he said. ‘Can’t hold yer bloody booze. Yer a fuckin’ embarrassment.’ He shoved me into the back of a taxi and slammed the door and it sailed off up the hill towards home.

 

*

Clippo. Bloody Clippo.

That night I’d seen only red. She’d been lying there, naked – not even his greasy sheets covering her. She was limp. With sleep, with sex, with drink, with drugs. I didn’t know. Rach had taken to sneaking out at night, saying she was staying at Becca’s, but it wasn’t long before we found out that was a crock of shit. We’d confronted her about it and were met with the silent treatment. Then she began blatantly disappearing, not even bothering to lie about it. We hadn’t seen or heard from her for two nights when a surfing mate, Shane, called. He had some bad news and thought we should know: Rach was shacked up with Clippo.

We all knew Clippo – violent, volatile, already familiar with the inside of the clink at age twenty-four. Shane said he’d seen her at his place.

Clippo lived a few streets back from the beach. The Ford’s tyres skidded round the bend and mounted the kerb outside a run-down fibro. I banged on the front door and it opened a sliver before I rammed it all the way and barged in. I found myself in a shithole, with empty beer cans, a bong and the stink of dope, but no sign of Rach.

‘What the fuck?’ Clippo picked himself up off the floor, where he’d fallen when I forced the door open. The famous snake tattoo climbed up his naked chest. I left him and prowled through the rest of the house.

I found her in a bedroom out the back, sprawled across a bare mattress. I sank to my knees and took her head in my hands. ‘Rachey, love.’ There was drool on her chin. ‘Baby,’ I said. I picked up a t-shirt from the floor and draped it across her backside. ‘Rachey.’ I gently shook her shoulder.

‘Oi! What the fuck are you doing?’ Clippo shoved me in the back.

I ignored him. ‘Come on, honey, I’m taking you out of here.’ Rachael groaned in her coma-like state. There was my baby, my angel, defiled and degraded. Adrenalin bolted through me. I stood up and pushed him back. ‘What the fuck have you done to her?’

‘She’s with me, old man. Fuck off.’ He ground his fist into my collarbone.

I slammed him back against the wall. ‘She’s fourteen, you fucker. You’re raping her. You should be in jail.’

Suddenly Clippo spitfired his skull into mine. Bones smashed. I spun backwards, my head splitting, my vision blurred. I cradled my head on the floor when he came at me but I managed to jump out of the way and sprang up, my fist flying into his eye, splitting the flesh right open. Blood spurted out. He gripped his face. I smashed him again. One-two, one-two, just like I’d been taught. But he got me around the waist in a vice-like grip, tripping me up. I fell to the floor. He kicked me hard in the guts, hurling a string of foul-mouthed abuse. I doubled over, clutching my stomach, my eyes clouding and my mouth full of spit. It came again. I jackknifed, gasping for air. My ears rang with a high-pitched noise. I heard screaming. The kicks kept coming. I hid my head with my arms, burrowing into the carpet. A small voice: ‘You’re hurting him. Stop it! Clippo – please!’ The kicks slowed, one, Mississippi, two . . .

‘Dad? . . . Dad?’

I opened my eyes and saw my daughter’s face hovering over mine. ‘Baby,’ I murmured, reaching for her hand.

She shook her head angrily. ‘Jesus, Dad, what you doing here?’ She looked up at her lover. ‘Clippo, you arsehole.’

He glared at her, holding out a bloodied cloth. ‘Gonna fuck you up, old man.’

I was covered in blood, sticky and dark. I tried to get up but my insides ached in places I didn’t know existed. Leaning on Rach, I got unsteadily to my feet. ‘You’re coming with me,’ I told her in a hoarse whisper, gripping her hand.

She looked from me to Clippo and then back to me again. I felt her hand slip from mine.

‘You should go, Dad.’

‘Rach . . .’

But she went and stood beside Clippo.

‘So this is where you’ve been,’ I said, my voice cracking. ‘And you wanna stay.’ I shook my head. The flesh under my ribs swelled. Something else throbbed. I was afraid if I said anything else I would be all undone. There was my kid, wrapped in a dirty towel, underage and standing beside this creep. My knees went weak and my sides growled with pain. Cam would be heartbroken.

Clippo wiped blood from his jaw, clocked me, and a smile spread.

I looked at Rachael again and she looked away.

‘Rach, come on.’

She kept staring at the floor. ‘I’m not leaving.’

Her t-shirt – the yellow one with a poster of Endless Summer printed on it – lay bunched up on the floor. I picked it up and held it out to her. For a long moment she didn’t move. Then, finally, she reached out and took it. She slipped it on, gathered her stuff and pushed past me out the door. I limped after her to the car.


Camille

Back in Paris after the weekend, I visited the Blakes’ lawyer at his offices in the Marais. Samuel Florins was a young French guy who specialised in intellectual property. With his three-piece suits and shoulder-length hair, he looked like someone out of an Oscar Wilde play. We were meeting for an update on the case.

‘I’ve found one potential owner, which unfortunately also implies that the painting might have been illegally appropriated: the Frey-Duval Gallery. Frey-Duval was indicted for collaboration after the war. But I’m yet to find proof of any ownership. His son says all their records were destroyed in a fire. However, he called me on the weekend and said his father wants to meet me – I’m seeing him tomorrow.’

He seemed unmoved. ‘Hmmm.’

‘Sorry. That’s all I’ve got. So what are the possible outcomes? Do they have a case?’

He tapped the end of his pencil on his knee. ‘So it wasn’t confiscated by the Nazis?’

‘Not officially. There’s no record of it in the ERR documents.’

‘And we have no receipt to say that Bernard sold it?’

I shook my head. ‘Could he have asked someone to mind it for him? And then they sold it on when he didn’t return?’

‘Possibly – or he could have sold it himself. The claimants will argue that it was sold under duress – a common scenario.’

‘What does that mean for the Blakes?’

‘If they have no proof, then the Blakes don’t have to do anything. If, on the other hand, they do have proof, then the best outcome will be a sale and a settlement to both families. Let me know how you go with the art dealer.’

We said goodbye and I walked out of the building towards the metro.

The temperature had dropped; I pulled my collar up around my neck. I hadn’t heard from Wolfe for a while. Funny how his silence now made me feel uneasy – now that I wanted to hear from him. There was no word on what was happening with the investigation. I didn’t know why I was worried. They couldn’t do anything to Rachael.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and a deep voice said, ‘We should not meet like this.’

I jumped in fright and felt a wave of relief and then embarrassment when I saw Lucien. We greeted each other in the usual manner with three pecks on either cheek and the obligatory small talk.

‘I’m going towards your neck of the woods,’ I said, thinking that wasn’t quite true but not wanting to leave him.

‘Good, I’ll walk with you.’

We fell into step. The footpath was crowded in the morning rush hour and our hands brushed against each other. Seeing him again made my breathing shallow. Looking for distraction, I began to tell him about La Baigneuse. ‘I suppose it’s okay if I tell you. You’re not going to tell anyone, are you?’

A look of confusion passed over his face, as if it would never occur to him to repeat our conversation.

When I’d finished telling him about the case, he asked, ‘And what do you believe?’

‘My gut feeling is that it was stolen, but we haven’t found any proof. So until that happens, the Blakes will continue with the sale of the painting.’

‘Sounds unfair.’

‘Yes, I suppose it does. Anyway, I’m running out of leads. It’s incredible how a work develops its own life once the artist has finished with it. I wonder what will happen to your pieces?’

‘They will hang in museums and on rich people’s walls to be stolen by the less rich.’

I laughed. ‘Is a painting still a part of you once you have finished it? Do you feel like you own it?’

He considered this. ‘It’s more like I’m a conduit,’ he said. ‘That is all. What happens after I finish doesn’t concern me. It’s a relief.’

‘I think I knew that.’

We walked beside a high sandstone wall and came to a small square with a cafe, its terrace enclosed in bistro blinds. Above the cafe was a mural, stretching three storeys high. It was a cartoon rendered in bright blue, yellow and purple. There were three separate images, one above the other: the first showed an outdoor scene with windmills and a man on a donkey; in the second, a man was seated in his living room beside a burning candle; and in the third an older man was reading by the light of a lamp that was in the shape of a nude female, her head covered by a lampshade.

‘It’s Robert Combas,’ Lucien said.

‘You know him?’

‘Of course. La femme, lumière de l’homme.’

‘Really? “The woman, light of man.”’ I laughed. ‘I like it. I’ve seen his stuff before. We’d have missed it if we’d been staring at the ground.’

‘I’m going this way,’ he said, pointing in the opposite direction.

‘Oh, okay.’

Lucien stood tall. He was all angles with his long limbs. Something had mellowed in him since I last knew him. He seemed less driven, more at ease.

‘Rachael doesn’t stop raving about you,’ I said.

‘She’s quite exceptional.’

You don’t know the half of it, I thought. Rachael was still giving me the cold shoulder after our argument at La Roche Guilbeault.

‘And you? You seem . . .’ he paused, the line deepening between his eyes, ‘like there is something on your mind?’

An engine whirred and a man perched on top of a small green machine motored by. He guided a plastic tube – an enlarged vacuum cleaner – over a pile of dog poo and sucked it up off the pavement.

‘I’ve had a few surprises,’ I said. ‘Unwelcome ones.’

‘Including running into me?’

‘Not you.’ I smiled, feeling the heat rise. Our eyes met, speaking for us. I remembered there were whole afternoons like that, just staring. ‘Oh, anyway, it’s nothing.’

‘I’ll make sure you see me first next time.’ He winked and squeezed my arm, then walked away.

I waited until he was out of sight before looking around for the nearest metro.


Wolfe

The lift dinged to a halt on the twenty-sixth floor. The doors opened to reveal slick interior-designed offices with Bagshot & White’s company logo inscribed on every wall. Harvey White was waiting in reception for me. He shook my hand, his cuff riding up to expose a big black diver’s watch, and ushered me through to his office, calling to the girl at the front desk to organise coffee. He offered me a Danish-style leather chair and seated himself in a plush leather office chair behind his desk. On the wall was a vintage poster of a single guy on a longboard cruising down the beautiful shaft of a glassy three-footer, chased by a spool of whitewash and nothing else except miles of big blue merging into the sky. It was a gorgeous shot. Old Harvey White, eh.

‘Thanks for coming in. I wanted to update you informally and in person.’

‘No problem.’

‘We’ve finished the investigation and we’ve found the complaint to be unsustained. Mr Everett will be reinstated.’

I let the news sink in. There was a light tap on the door, and the girl from the front desk walked in with two coffees on a tray and placed them in front of us.

‘You’ll get all of this in a formal letter, of course. Do you want to ask me anything?’

I squeezed the bridge of my nose. ‘Is this because Rachael didn’t come forward – do the formal interview?’

‘Of course it would have contributed.’ He gave me time to turn it all over and then, seeing the worry on my face, said, ‘I understand. It’s hardest for the victims and their families. But it’s not always clear-cut. We looked at everything. His teaching is a little unorthodox, but that doesn’t warrant more than a slap on the wrist – a first-time warning.’ Harvey White cleared his throat. ‘To be fair, I’m not sure an interview with Rachael would have helped matters. I’m afraid her character references aren’t too reliable. Rebecca Tomlinson’s painting has not yet been recovered and we can’t overlook the fact that it was Mr Everett who reported Rachael shortly before she accused him. Look, I’m sorry, I understand this must sound unfair to you, but we’ve been through it a number of times and we’ve really found no further corroborative evidence.’

I felt disappointed, deflated, confused. Hadn’t I been doubting her myself? Hadn’t Sheehan warned us of this outcome? Even if Everett had been making advances, they couldn’t do anything about it because they had no evidence and Rachael had a reputation as a liar. I wasn’t sure if I felt outraged or relieved. Maybe Camille had been right – let the whole thing die down, forget about it. I wondered about this guy. I wanted to see him for myself – was he really a creep? A sleazebag operator, preying on troubled young girls? Wasn’t that what they did? I suddenly felt bad for ever doubting her. I had to laugh at the irony of it all – now that the case was dropped, I supported my kid. They needed more proof, that was all. There must be something on him – another witness; someone else must know something.

I thanked Harvey, we said goodbye and I left their offices. I thought of Cam and Rach gallivanting around Paris and me dealing with all this and my anger spiked. Outside in the street, I took out my phone and texted Camille: Investigation closed: Everett found not guilty. Reinstated.

Not long after I’d returned home a package arrived by courier containing a report outlining the investigation and offering continued support for Rachael. There was a general letter from Sheehan informing the school community of the outcome of the situation and a separate letter to me and Cam inviting us to come in for another meeting once Rachael returned to Sydney.

Sometime that night a photocopied flyer was shoved anonymously under the front door: it was an attack on Ashley Everett. Photos of Everett drunk at a party, Everett kissing a girl, Everett’s naked butt, followed by a series of nude women in artistic poses. Written at the bottom of the page in large black texta was: With teachers like this, how safe are our children? What is Rutherford hiding? Do something now! safekids.com; @safekids; info@safekids.com.

 

*

‘Fancy putting up all that stuff on Facebook,’ said a bucktoothed woman.

‘Who cares about Facebook? What about all those naked pictures of women – the guy is a deviant.’

‘Luckily, mine never had him.’

‘Thank God, Emma never took up photography.’

‘I blame the school – they’re the ones that hired him.’

‘I heard one of the students made the whole thing up.’

The hairs on my neck bristled. I was standing in the line at the local supermarket, pack of ready-made lasagne in one hand and a bottle of Solo in the other. Three women in front of me were gasbagging, their trolleys blocking the aisle. I didn’t know them but they were clearly Rutherford mothers. Thanks to the Parents for Safe Kids group, gossip was spreading quickly.

‘No! I don’t believe it. There’s a pervert teaching our kids and what’s the school done? Nothing,’ replied a woman with hair so yellow it made my eyes water.

‘But what if he isn’t one?’ This from the one with black hair who had her back to me.

‘Have you seen the way he looks at you? Like he’s taking your clothes off with his eyes,’ said Buckteeth.

My fingers squeezed the bottle of squash. I wanted to tell them to shut up. Fucking gossip-mongers.

‘Oh, Pamela! If he’s innocent, his life is ruined,’ said Black Hair.

‘I spoke to Sara Milton,’ said Buckteeth. ‘Her other daughter’s in that year, and she said she knew the girl. They think it’s Rachael Larkin.’

My mouth went dry. Christ.

The other women gasped. ‘That girl’s always getting into trouble,’ said Yellow Hair.

I fumbled and the bottle of squash fell to the floor, splitting open and fizzing everywhere. The women squealed and jumped out of the way. I bent down to pick it up and Black Hair turned. When she saw me, her hand flew up to her mouth. She gripped Buckteeth and whispered something in her ear and Buckteeth’s face turned beetroot.

A shop assistant hurried over with a bucket, mop and cloth. ‘Are you okay, sir? Would you like a cloth?’

All three women stared.

‘No. No, thanks.’

I reeled back in shock, dumping the lasagne in the magazine rack by the checkout, searching for an exit. I slipped through a checkout a few aisles down, and hurried out into the fresh air. Christ – they were talking about Rachael. They knew it was Rachael.

 

*

I sat hunched over the keyboard, scrolling down the Facebook page ‘Parents for Safe Kids’. Their latest status update read: We are the eyes and ears of our community. Don’t be afraid to ask questions. Underneath that were six hundred and seventy-three ‘likes’ and three hundred and five people ‘talking about this’. The pamphlet with the pictures of Ashley Everett was there and underneath that were a hundred and thirty-five comments and three hundred and forty-five likes. I started scrolling through the comments.

Marion O’Brian wrote: I am shocked the school would allow this.

Amy Fischer wrote: It just goes to show we have to be more vigilant – what kind of people are teaching our children? This is where it all starts. How can we police this?

Alana Day wrote: I’m appalled. All the school wants to do is cover up their mistakes. We must do something. We cannot let our children be abused and turn a blind eye.

I scrolled on.

Get rid of him.

Sicko!

Pervert!

Sack him!

The principal should resign!

There were hundreds more comments like them and people had ‘liked’ the comments. It made me feel sick. These people didn’t even know the truth – we didn’t even know it ourselves – yet they felt it was okay to speak like this.

Although most of the commenters were hanging Everett out to dry, a few were on his side. Paul Hawkins wrote: It is an offence to slander people. This man has not been charged with anything and you are denouncing him for what? For posting pictures of his own photography on Facebook. He is an artist – not a pervert. This angry mob mentality is the crime, not publicising artwork or out-of-hours social activity. Beware, internet trolls: you will be sued!

I clicked on the events link. One event had been posted: Parent-In at Rutherford School, Thursday 5 November, 8 a.m.

Say ‘NO’ to covering up sexual abuse in our schools and ‘YES’ to the safety of our kids. Teacher reinstated – what a disgrace! Safe Kids First! Call for dismissal!

On the side of the page there were three columns: Going, Maybe and Invited. Four hundred and fifty-two were going, two hundred and one said maybe and one thousand two hundred and forty-eight were invited.

I shut down the computer, grabbed a twisty from the fridge and went outside, where the afternoon was slowly drawing its curtains. The cicadas were screaming. I took out my cigarette papers and rolled one. Mr Brown stretched out in the upward dog pose. I much preferred it when people insulted you to your face – there was nothing like a real punch in the nose or a stream of classic name-calling. The internet was a sneaky, cowardly place – and here’s the thing: what you said stayed forever. What had we started?


Camille

The shower was on. I opened the bathroom door and shouted through the gap, ‘Can I come in?’

‘What?’ Rachael yelled.

I slipped into the steam-filled room. ‘I’ve got some news.’

The water stopped running and an arm reached out, yanking the towel from the rail. Rachael stepped on to the bathmat and bent over, flicking her head forward and wrapping another towel around her head.

‘What? Can’t I get ready without you breathing down my neck?’

‘Your father sent me a message this morning.’

She stood in front of the sink and rubbed the steam from the mirror.

‘They’ve closed the investigation.’

She looked at me. ‘Really?’

I couldn’t work out if she was glad or annoyed.

‘Aren’t you relieved?’

She turned back to the mirror and started massaging moisturiser into her skin.

‘It’ll all be behind us.’

Rachael shrugged. ‘I guess. What did they do to him?’

‘Nothing. Everything is as it was – as if the whole thing never happened.’ I kissed her bare shoulder. ‘See? Didn’t I tell you it would all work out?’

She leant forward, picking at the gap between her front teeth. ‘I guess,’ she said again.

‘Your father took care of the whole thing.’

‘And the painting?’

‘I guess they’ve decided to forget about that too.’

 

*

Jacques had said his father wanted to meet the granddaughter of the famous Anton Delamotte and as I made my way back to the Galerie Frey-Duval I couldn’t help feeling a little self-satisfied, a little self-important, if only by familial connection, and a whole lot lighter since the teacher incident reached its natural dead end – what a relief. Through the intercom, Jacques directed me to the third floor. Bypassing the showroom, I went up several flights of stairs and there he was, with his bulging waistcoat and heavy breathing, waiting for me.

‘My father and I live ’ere,’ he said. He shut the apartment door behind us and showed me down a dark and musty hallway, not unlike his showroom, through to a marginally brighter living area that mirrored the dimensions of the shop floor below. The walls, of course, were adorned with artwork. A Matisse, an Utrillo, a Braque – just a few I instantly recognised. The entire room was filled with objets d’art and on first glimpse looked more like a jumble sale than the collection of fine antiques a closer inspection revealed they were. Damask curtains blocked out the already-dim afternoon light. A radio played classical music.

‘This is my father, Yves Frey-Duval. Father, this is Camille, Anton Delamotte’s petite-fille.’

Monsieur Frey-Duval rose from a wingback armchair, his knees creaking.

‘Please don’t get up.’ I hurried over, careful not to knock my own knee on the gold-rimmed coffee table. I held my hand out and he took it, half holding on for balance and half to greet me.

‘Enchanté. Enchanté. Such a pleasure,’ he said, his voice rough and old, still holding on to my hand.

‘Please sit down,’ Jacques fussed.

‘Camille, Camille.’ Yves’s green eyes were alert. ‘La petite-fille d’Anton.’

Here was a man who had once traded stolen Jewish art for the Nazis. I wondered if he had actually spent time in prison or if he’d managed to avoid it. Had he furtively squirrelled millions away from the sales? What about these paintings? I guessed he would have been investigated – they would have to be legitimate or copies. I wanted to be objective yet I couldn’t help judging someone who had profited out of the deaths of so many innocent people.

However, Yves was not at all as I had imagined him – a dithering old man – he was subtle and charming and must once have been tall, though he was now hunched; his silver hair would have once been jet black. He must have been nearly ninety; he focused on me as if I were an object, an artwork to appraise. I felt uncomfortable beneath such a direct gaze.

‘Thank you so much for meeting me,’ I began. ‘How do you know my grandfather?’

‘Our families were great friends.’

‘You’ll be glad to know he’s still alive, although, I’m afraid, not very well. When did you see him last?’

‘A few years ago, wasn’t it, Papa?’ Jacques said. ‘At the opening for the new museum.’

Yves turned to his son and asked him to fetch a light lunch for them. Jacques hesitated and asked him if he was sure, but his father dismissed him. Reluctantly, Jacques heaved himself off the sofa. I heard some keys jangle in the hall, and then the latch on the door clicked quietly.

‘So what type of work did you do together?’ As I waited for him to reply, I noticed his arthritic fingers trembling involuntarily. I was desperate to ask him about La Baigneuse.

Yves’ gaze remained constant but he said nothing. I could have sworn the corners of his mouth were turning up. Was he smirking at me?

‘Did you work together for a long time? Were you in the same business? Did you work at the Louvre as well?’ I rambled, trying to fill the silence.

An artwork caught my eye, the Braque. Was it stolen? ‘Did you know him too?’ I asked, pointing to the painting. Yves nodded. I stood up to take a closer look. The painting was medium-sized, brown and tan lines slashing diagonally across the canvas. ‘My grandfather knew him. He used to tell me stories about him.’ I wanted to take it down from the wall and check the back of it.

There was another, a Matisse, next to the Braque. How many others did he have? How many had he sold? Where was all the money? Matisse would be fetching millions these days – if it could be sold legitimately.

Up close to the canvas I could see the picture was made up of hundreds of small colourful dots; when I stood back they formed an image of people sitting beside a lake in a park on a summer’s day.

I went back to my chair. The cold eyes followed me. I noticed he had no remaining eyelashes.

‘You look very much like your mother.’

‘Pardon?’ My belly somersaulted.

‘Marguerite.’

‘You knew her?’

‘Very beautiful.’ He kissed his fingers.

I felt a shiver, the hairs on my arms standing on end. ‘I must thank you,’ I said meekly. ‘It’s very kind of you to meet with me.’

He began to speak very slowly, clipping each syllable. ‘We were a family of art dealers. Anton was the academic – the professor. He was analytical and logical, whereas I was led by my nose.’ Yves touched the side of his nose with his finger. ‘Things changed with the war.’ He paused. ‘So you want to know about La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux?’

‘You know about it?’ Jacques must have told him.

‘Of course. I know that Lilian Bernard’s great-granddaughter is petitioning for it to be returned.’

‘Do you remember it?’ I was barely breathing.

‘It is a masterpiece,’ he said wistfully. ‘Yes, I remember it well. We sold it at the Hôtel Drouot, I think in ’43, maybe ’44. I cannot recall exactly. We sold many works there.’

‘Can I ask how you came to own it?’

The loose skin under his chin wobbled. ‘To tell you the truth, it is hard to know. There were so many.’

‘And you don’t have any records left?’

‘I’m sorry.’

I hesitated, then as an afterthought said, ‘You know what happened to the family, don’t you?’

He closed his eyes; was that a confirmation? I wasn’t sure.

I looked at the pictures on the walls again, overcome by that sinking feeling of being so close and yet so far. It was time to leave. I bid Yves goodbye and he took my hand.

‘It has been a pleasure. You are si charmante,’ he said. ‘Send my regards to your mother.’

I froze, realising that he did not know.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’ll say hello for you.’

I let myself out.


Wolfe

The doorbell rang. A four-foot white sheet cackled and a pumpkin-head beamed. ‘Trick or treat!’

‘Witches cackle,’ I said. ‘Ghosts howl and pumpkins don’t say anything.’

‘You got some candy, mister?’

‘We don’t have candy. You’ll have to go to America.’

‘We’ll throw this on your doorstep.’ The little mug unfolded a grubby hand and produced a raw egg.

‘I’ll see what I can rustle up.’ I shut the door, went foraging in the kitchen and came back with some cheese sticks. ‘Sorry, mate, this is all I’ve got.’

The boy shook the white sheet off his head. ‘You’re yankin’ my chain, aren’t yas?’

Crikey, when did ten-year-olds become so lippy?

‘Don’t wanna have to throw this at ya!’ They brandished their eggs. ‘What about some cash?’

‘Yeah,’ said the pumpkin.

I fumbled in my jeans pocket and pulled out some dollar coins. ‘Here, take this you little squirts and don’t come back.’ I handed them a dollar each.

‘Is that all?’

‘Yeah, we can’t even buy a Paddle Pop for that.’

I gave them another dollar each. ‘Now scram. Go on, get lost!’

Halloween – I’d forgotten.

I hid in my workshop and tried to ignore the noise. All that Facebook stuff and hearing those women in the supermarket had freaked me out. Beer made me feel bloated and reefers only muddled things up. I tried to keep my hands busy. The radio was kept on full blast and the noise of my sander zizzed, up and down, up and down, my shoulder blades grinding. But there was no relief: I poured myself a whisky.

The golden stuff ran down my gullet and cleared my head and I got to thinking there was something I was missing. I lumbered into Rach’s room, a pigsty since she’d left it almost two weeks ago, and headed straight for her desk. I put down my glass and flicked through some sketches she’d left lying about – nothing but doodles of eyeballs. Underneath these I found some black-and-white photographs of a young couple naked on a bed. Oh Jesus, this was edgy – she was only fourteen, for Christ’s sake. What the hell was a teacher doing letting her submit stuff like this? Had the lawyers seen these? Had Everett encouraged her? I gathered them up to send them off to Harvey. Then I remembered – and it killed me to admit it – that Rach was no innocent. Not by a long shot.

The doorbell rang, but I ignored it. Those little shits could paint my house in egg yolk and I wouldn’t give a crap, right now. She must have some notes, some letters, a diary? Bugger it – kids did most stuff on their phones these days, and she’d have taken her phone with her. So that was out. Her laptop was shoved under all the crap. Email. Facebook. Bingo! I opened it and switched it on. The computer whirred and a box flashed up asking for a password. The kids outside were getting rowdier. I felt annoyed and then gave myself a ticking off for sounding like a real old fart and instead blocked out the noise and focused on trying to guess her password. I tried her birthday, her middle name – Louise – and then Mr Brown, but no luck. I looked at the corkboard above her desk: postcards of Paris and her favourite paintings – Matisse. No, that didn’t work. I tried Degas, Chagall and Ingres. No. A message flashed up on the screen warning me that I had three attempts left. I was so close and yet so absolutely nowhere. There was a real racket going on outside now: whistles and even a bloody vuvuzela. Rap music boomed from a car stereo and something thumped on the front door: thwack, thwack. Mr Brown was going crazy barking.

I gulped back some more whisky and wrenched open a desk drawer: paints, pens, stationery, old bus tickets, old cinema tickets, small change . . . Maybe I could find someone to hack into her laptop? Another drawer was filled with old sketchbooks. I flipped through them and began to feel a tad guilty. These were her private workings; she had pasted in pictures and written and drawn stuff that meant something only to her. Jesus, what sort of depraved desperado was I? Hack into her emails? Read her diary? I’d never thought I’d stoop this low.

I heard voices chanting: Rachael. Rachael. Rachael.

Still I kept searching. Some of these books were from years back, the handwriting just a kid’s. I picked out a newer-looking one and opened it to a random page. Oh Jesus. I had to take a sec. They were graphic drawings of people having sex. Lips. Limbs. Bits. Sordid stuff. How did she even know things like this? The word ‘Sade’ had been shaded in on one page. My good self told me to stop looking, to shut the book, to put it back in the drawer and get the hell out of her room, but I couldn’t rip my eyes away. Rachael. Rachael. Rachael. I flicked to the next page and recoiled in shock. His mouth was open in frozen ecstasy, one hand gripping onto ripe butt cheeks, the other hand pulling her hair, hips driving violently and on his neck a pair of snarling fangs and the snake-eye. I slammed the book shut, went back to the kitchen bench where I’d left the whisky and slugged straight from the bottle. My head hammered. How did we get here again?

I wandered back to her laptop. One more try: C-L-I-P-P-O. The computer whirred to life. Of course, it had to be. Her Facebook page opened when I clicked on the icon – her password stored. The front page was filled with hate messages:

Get lost bitch.

Go back to where you came from.

Liar!

We never wanted you here.

You’re a showbag! Full of shit!

I felt bad for Rach. I couldn’t understand why one minute these girls were her mates and the next they hated her.

The message button was lit up red with the number twenty-four. I clicked on it and scrolled down, reading the names and checking the pictures – they were mostly other schoolgirls. Several were from Lucy, trying to get in touch: Where are you? Can you please reply? I need to speak to you. I think I should tell them. So Lucy did know something. Another message from Becca Tomlinson: I know you stole my painting bitch – give it back. And then there it was, his name: Ashley Everett. Christ.

Please don’t ask me to meet you again. I trusted you.

That was all. No reply from him. Just her message.

I checked the date. Saturday 20 October, the weekend before she left, but after the painting had been reported stolen. Surely this was evidence? Or would it just be more he said/she said? I scrolled on further but there were no messages from him at all. I clicked on the ‘Friends’ button and looked for Ashley Everett but he wasn’t listed. I stared at the screen.

Rachael. Rachael. Rachael.

The voices outside were getting rowdier. Mr Brown was going nuts at the front door.

Smash! The sound of glass shattering. I started out of my stupor. Rachael! Rachael! Rachael! The chanting grew louder and I realised it was not in my head but out in the street – high-pitched girls’ voices: ‘Rachael! Rachael! Rachael! Come out, come out, wherever you are.’

I ran to our bedroom. The blind rattled in the breeze. Splinters of glass lay on the floor. Torches sprayed the walls. I pulled the blind to the side and something gooey and moist dripped on my hand, yellow and sticky: egg. The voices began shrieking. I ran to the front door and yanked it open. Mr Brown bolted out and barked his head off.

‘What the hell is –?’

Something flew at me and I ducked as an egg sailed through the front door and hit the floor with a dull crack. Something broke underfoot and I looked down and saw a pool of raw egg and broken eggshells. It was everywhere. On the door, on the tiles, on the bricks, on the windows, on the garden path. Streetlights backlit a horde of girls running around in long black dresses and black wigs, their faces painted white. They skulled from spirit bottles and waved torches around and screamed Rachael’s name hysterically. Mr Brown barked and growled.

I stood, dumbfounded, and then anger blasted through me. How dare they, the little fuckers! Stepping forward, I shook my fist at them and then slipped and fell on my backside. They hooted maniacally. ‘I’m calling the cops!’ I yelled. One girl stopped running and stared at me. A pair of chubby cheeks blew in and out. We looked at each other and then she lumbered off. ‘I know who you are!’ I shook my fist again. But the girls just snorted and ran away, still shrieking.

Back inside, I wiped up the smashed egg in the front hall and picked up the glass from our bedroom floor and then I found it – a bit of paper that had been taped to a rock. In big red capital letters was the word ‘SLUT’.


Camille

The bells rang out in the church square as I waited for Lucien on the terrace of a cafe, drinking a coffee. I had arranged to meet him here, wanting to discuss Rachael’s progress.

My phone started buzzing. It was Wolfe. I had to take it.

‘I’m holding the wolves at bay but they’re getting closer.’

My heart beat louder at the sound of Wolfe’s voice. Although we’d been texting, we hadn’t spoken for a week.

‘I overheard a bunch of mothers gossiping at Woolies,’ he said.

‘It’ll go away –’

‘It won’t, Cam,’ he cut me off. ‘Her school friends pelted the house with eggs last night.’

‘No!’

‘They threw a bloody rock, Cam. They smashed the window. I had to get it replaced. It was wrapped in a note that said “slut”.’

‘Jesus,’ I murmured, shocked. ‘But why . . . ?’

‘How the fuck would I know?’

I had to hold the phone away from my ear.

‘Cam? Is she there?’

‘No – she’s at Francine’s.’

‘Where are you?’

‘At a meeting.’

‘You’ve got no idea.’ He was breathing heavily. ‘There’s a fucking witch-hunt on for Everett. They want him fired. It’s the parents who are after him. They think the school is protecting him . . .’

‘So he’s back at the school?’

‘He’s back, as if nothing happened. Christ – if only they had found something else.’

‘It’s better this way, okay?’ I heard a rising note in my voice and tried to level it. ‘You want Rachael’s life to be stalled? You want her to be emotionally scarred and ostracised from her peers? It would haunt her adult life for years to come – ruin her. Don’t you get it?’

There was a loud rustling sound, as if he was holding the receiver against his chest.

‘Why can’t you just come home?’ He sounded defeated.

‘We just can’t – she’s about to be accepted into the Beaux-Arts.’

‘Fuck the Beaux-Arts!’

I felt stunned by his aggression. Things were obviously bad. Out of control. I had to placate him. But I was adamant: we weren’t coming home.

‘I’ll do whatever you want . . . but from here.’

‘Fuck,’ he whispered.

‘What if I email Avery? Get her to call off this witch-hunt?’

‘It’s too fucking late for that.’ He hung up.

I was shaken. Maybe things wouldn’t die down? Maybe I was wrong. How could things have got so out of hand?

I spotted a lone figure walking toward the cafe. Lucien. I cupped my hands around my coffee, wanting to forget the phone call and the promise I’d made.

Lucien drew near and I rose to kiss him.

He sat down, swinging his leg carelessly over one knee and bringing a cigarette to his lips, his coat falling languidly open. Lucien never seemed to feel the cold.

Still flustered from Wolfe’s call, I found it hard to focus.

His lips curved as if he found something amusing. ‘Your mother, did she not tell you it’s rude to stare?’

‘Oh,’ I said, shaking myself out of my distraction and managing to smile back. ‘I was badly brought up.’ Thoughts of my mother carved through.

‘So, there is something you find fascinating, non?’ He spoke through a mouthful of smoke.

Ha, typical, I thought. ‘You just want everyone to be in love with you, don’t you?’ I said, trying to push Wolfe to the back of my mind, ‘Actually, I was considering helping myself to one of your cigarettes. May I?’

Lucien moved his packet towards me, but as I went to take it he laid his hand on top of mine. He was grinning now. ‘Well, are you?’

‘Am I what?’

‘In love with me?’

I shook my head and gave a laugh which sounded as if it had come out of a tin can. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Isn’t everyone?’ I met his stare. ‘Come back for your hat, have you?’

He withdrew his hand and I removed a cigarette from the packet. I reached for his lighter, but he grabbed it first.

‘Am I going to have to earn that as well?’ I said.

‘Of course.’

‘Well, how?’

He pressed his thumb against the flint and offered me a light. I held my cigarette to it and inhaled. Woody smoke filled my mouth and lungs and I began to cough.

‘Sorry,’ I said, clutching my chest. ‘It’s a newly rekindled habit.’

‘So you like to rekindle old habits, do you?’

I took another drag. ‘I can’t think of any other old habits that would be nearly as enjoyable. What about you? Given up any of your bad habits?’ His penchant for women, perhaps?

‘No, I’m afraid I’m too old to give anything up. Can’t teach an old dog and all that . . .’

‘Yes, I suppose you’re getting on.’

He dropped the butt into the ashtray and let it burn itself out. ‘It’s not so bad,’ he said. ‘The women don’t seem to mind.’

Perhaps he hadn’t changed. ‘You really do think everyone is in love with you.’

He shrugged his shoulders again as if to say these things could not be helped and ordered a coffee from the waiter.

‘How’s Rachael getting along?’

‘She’s a lot like her mother – stubborn.’ He drew imaginary lines on the table. ‘But perhaps a little tougher around the edges. I think she’s developing a little crush . . .’

I looked at him seriously.

‘What? You are surprised? What was good enough for her mother . . .’

‘You don’t really think that, do you?’

‘Of course.’

‘She’s only fourteen, Lucien. She doesn’t know . . . about things.’

‘She can handle herself. She’s much more mature than you think.’

The waiter placed an espresso and the bill on the table.

‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’ I continued, taking another long drag as Clippo came to mind. She’d been sleeping with him and lying about it long before I’d found out. In the end I’d taken her to the doctor for the pill. ‘Look, she’s not really so grown up – she just looks it.’

‘What’s the problem?’

‘I just want to make sure . . . I mean . . . No. It’s silly. Of course, you wouldn’t do anything . . .’

‘Do what?’

‘Nothing. Don’t worry. I just hope you’re not . . .’

‘What?’

‘I hope you’re not some dirty old man, that’s all.’ I forced a laugh but he didn’t join in. A tiny sick feeling began to pulsate in my body.

‘Camille . . .’ He shook his head, watching me knowingly.

‘She’s very impressionable, that’s all.’

His eyes were full of concern. ‘Don’t worry.’ He took my hand. ‘Trust me.’

The time we had snuck into the Midnight Mass at Christmas came flooding back to me. It was in Latin and we didn’t understand a word. My head was warm and fuzzy from the red wine we’d been drinking and we giggled in the second-last pew. We tripped over people’s legs as we tried to make an escape, stumbling out into the freezing night air, our breath visible in white puffs. We ran all the way down to the river, our feet slipping on the icy cobblestones. There was no one around and the river moved like a black python, rippling and gliding, and we saw the shadows of the barges lapping against their buoys and the lights from the Louvre and the Notre-Dame. I was still running and laughing when he grabbed my hand and pulled me towards him. Mon ange, he whispered, and tucked my hair behind my ear. I was out of breath, but my heart was pounding because he was close. Me? I said disbelievingly, blushing. Of course, you, he said, and we kissed. That was how I remembered him and Paris and the young me: as charcoal outlines, as if someone had drawn us.

‘Do you remember . . .?’ I smiled at him but he had already stood up and was taking some coins from his pocket.

‘I have to get going.’ He shot his coffee back and then leant in as if to kiss me goodbye, but instead of the usual formal farewell he rested one hand on my thigh and with the other stroked my cheek. He was so close now and smelt of coffee, cigarettes and a hint of morning sleep. He moved the tip of his index finger along the edge of my hairline and then I felt his warm breath against my ear as he whispered, ‘I remember your skin.’

Smoke from my lit cigarette wafted back and forth in the breeze and I closed my eyes.

‘I’m sorry.’ He moved his hand to my shoulder. ‘I’m embarrassing you.’ His fingers pressed through the thickness of my coat and squeezed my collarbone.

I shook my head gently. ‘No. It’s okay. I’m . . . there was some news. Things are a bit odd at the moment.’

The silent question lingered in the air.

He released my shoulder, gave me a quick kiss and I heard his footsteps retreat across the cobblestones.

 

*

The archivist at the Pompidou Centre had the file ready for me as we had arranged. I carried it to the desk, my skin tingling at the prospect of reading actual letters. The original papers were held in loose grey folders for preservation purposes, and included original handwritten letters between Galerie Charpentier and the artists, museums or owners of the works included in the exhibitions. I searched through the folders, categorised by artist, until I found a section on Courbet and then came to La Baigneuse – too easy, I thought.

A black-and-white plate of the painting marked the beginning of the section. The bathing lady turned the pale flesh of her face away from me again. Somehow her colourless contrasts made her stand out even more. The whiteness of her body – she looked afraid. Every time I saw her, I saw something new. I turned the page. The first document was a typed letter addressed to Gustav Rochlitz:

 

Préparé Juin 1940 par le professeur Anton Delamotte,
Boulevard Raspail

1. Gustave Courbet: La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux
Évalué à 700 000 FF

 

The signature was long and elegant with perfect circular loops, the familiar oversized A and D overlapping the rest of the letters. There was no doubt: it was my grandfather’s signature.

So he had appraised the painting as well as being the expert for the Charpentier exhibition. But this letter was dated June 1940, two years prior to the exhibition, and it was addressed to Gustav Rochlitz: art dealer to the Nazis. Did this mean that Rochlitz had been the owner in June 1940? Did it mean my grandfather had dealings with collaborators? And what was the letter doing in the Charpentier records? A cold feeling settled over me.

I flipped the page over. There was a second letter from Frey-Duval guaranteeing that the painting was an original of the period stated, and that he was authorised to transfer the title of ownership.

I looked around. I could see the archivist busily placing books on a trolley to be put back in their storage shelves. I carefully removed both letters from their paper sheaths and slid them into my bag.


Wolfe

The afternoon light beat down wheat yellow and the heat of it stripped the colour from the beach. The water was flat and serene and the waves lapped at the shore. I went for a dip. If nothing else, it was a relief to get my head under. Breaststroking to the bottom, I dug my hand into the sand until my body began to drift upwards. I pushed my hands against the upswing and my chest began to burn. How long could I stay here? Longer than most; my chest had the capacity to withstand a beast of a dumping. I saw the mottled light glimmering on the surface. Finally, I let myself float to the top.

It had taken me hours to clean the eggs off the house. Egg had a way of hardening in the sun and I had slept in, my head a fog of booze. I felt bad for Rach; these girls really had it in for her. I spoke to Harvey and told him about the Facebook messages.

He cleared his throat. ‘We’re aware of Rachael’s messages to Ashley Everett. She has also been sending him pictures on an application called Snapchat. Its messages conveniently disappear once you have sent them and the other person has opened them. But Mr Everett did not open them and thus was able to show us. They’re highly provocative.’ I remembered interrupting Rach taking a selfie in a towel – was that what she had sent him? I hoped not.

I heard some paper flicking.

‘All of the social media was one-sided. Mr Everett gave us full access to his accounts. Unfortunately, if you see it from our point of view – and I know this must be hard to hear – but it makes us question Rachael.’

‘But . . .’ I stammered, clutching for something else to add, ‘Okay. I found some pretty explicit photography in Rachael’s room.’ I told him about the images.

‘Do you know if Mr Everett encouraged her? Is there anything connecting him to these photos?’

I didn’t reply.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Bring them in and I’ll look at them – but she could have done them herself, couldn’t she? They might have had nothing to do with him. Unfortunately, we need other witnesses or victims for us to re-open the investigation.’

Afterwards, I parked the Ford by the north end cliffs. Solitary fishermen stood casting their rods from the rocks. I wound the windows down, took out a tinnie and tore open a packet of chips and watched the Pacific stretch out before me. The sun dried tiny flakes of salt on my skin.

I wished for a big electrical storm, some pounding rain and enough thunder to make your knees quake and your teeth chatter – something to take the edge off and fill the gaps. There were too many gaps. How much had Camille been holding out on me?

The ocean – a far easier creature than my own kid. I knew what I was getting with the ocean. Which way the wave broke – was it a right-hander or a left-hander? Did it break on the shore and close out or was it a shifty peak that changed direction in the wind? What was underneath? A reef, a sandbar, deep ripping water or grey suits? You made sure you knew your game and then you went in, but you were always ready and you always had your wits about you. Things changed constantly. The hardest of all was dealing with a shapeshifter.

I stared out to sea. The blankness vast, seeming never-ending. The ocean reminded you how small you were – a piece of grit in nature’s eye.

 

*

The shadow of a man lingered outside our front door. He wore a poker face and a lightweight anorak and you could tell he’d been around the block more than a few times. There was a big old scar beneath his right eye and down the side of his cheek. If I were to guess I’d have said he was an electrician but I hadn’t called for a sparky and I didn’t like his attitude, crafty and confident, as if he owned the place.

‘Mr Wolfgang Larkin?’

‘That’s right.’

Mr Brown ran up to him and sniffed his thighs, and the bloke reached down and patted him.

‘Pete Archer, journalist.’ He stood up, gripped my hand and flicked me his card. Mr Brown sniffed between the man’s legs.

‘Brownie, stop that. Come here.’ I took hold of his collar and pushed his backside down to sit. I glanced at the card, which had only Archer’s name and contact details.

‘Do you have a minute?’

‘Um . . .’

‘I just want to have a quick chat about the recent sexual misconduct case at Rutherford. Is your wife in?’

Terror whipped through me.

‘I’m not sure what use we’d be for you,’ I said.

The man squinted at me. ‘You have a daughter at the school, right?’

‘Yeah, yeah. Sorry, mate, she’s not here.’

‘You know about the protest – the one Parents for Safe Kids have organised for Thursday?’

I felt the vein in my temple pulse. Rach had thrown a snowball, got the hell out and left behind an avalanche of hysteria.

Archer reached into his back pocket and took out a small notebook. ‘The group is saying Rutherford is involved in a major cover-up.’

My throat dried up.

Shit. ‘Yeah . . .’ Don’t say any more.

He consulted his notebook like some kind of private dick. ‘You wanna go inside for a quick chat?’ He licked his thumb and flicked back some pages.

‘Oh, look, it’s not a great time.’

‘Are you worried your child is at risk?’

The air changed, ramped up a gear. Mr Brown stood up on all fours, his ears folding flat. ‘Look, I’d rather not make a comment, thanks.’

‘Do you feel the school has tried to sweep it all under the carpet?’

My fist twitched by my side. ‘Think you’d better leave, mate.’

He sized me up. Mr Brown stepped towards him. ‘Hey, matey,’ the guy said, reaching out to pat him again, but the dog growled and he stepped back. ‘You’ve got my card, if you want a chat . . .’ He backed away towards a light blue Prius parked in the street.

‘Yeah, thanks.’

Mr Brown began to bark after him. ‘Brownie, get inside.’ He turned to me, turned towards Archer again, gave another bark and then loped after me into the house.

Pete Archer’s name popped up on Google with hundreds of links to articles he’d written. He even had his own Wikipedia page: Peter Franklin Archer, born 29 June 1956, is an Australian investigative journalist and author. Best known for investigative reports, which have led to police involvement and arrests surrounding controversial paedophilia cases. It followed with links to his articles in both local and international newspapers and magazines, and a long list of prizes he’d won, including a Walkley Award for a piece he did on paedophilia rings in South-East Asia.

Pete Archer was no two-bit journo. I could see the headline now: Posh private school in teacher cover-up. Had other parents talked? Bloody Avery. She’d be wetting her pants to get in front of the cameras. I had no doubt she’d be leading the charge on Thursday.

I felt hot and then cold; I was a man underwater, gasping for air. First their departure, next the gossip, then Halloween and now this. I was sure it wasn’t the last I’d be seeing of Pete Archer. A man with a list of awards as long as his arm did not just give up. Not like that.

My phone buzzed.

‘Wolfe?’ A familiar shrill voice. ‘Avery Spencer. Are you busy?’ She didn’t wait for my reply. ‘It’s urgent. Can you come see us? Lucy has something she needs to tell you. You’ll want to hear it.’

 

*

Lucy and her mother lived in a small apartment in a high-rise block on a busy main road. Avery buzzed me in and greeted me in the doorway, her bare arms freshly painted orange.

The flat was littered with banners and ‘Safe Kid’ flyers and smelled of lavender – she probably had one of those air fresheners you plugged into the wall. Lucy hovered by a cream leather couch in the living room, chewing on the sleeve of her jumper.

‘It’s an absolute outrage what’s going on. The school is trying to cover up for their mistake in hiring this guy.’ She threw her arms up. ‘Look at me, I’m a mess. It’s been pure chaos managing this thing, but can you imagine if we just sat back and let the injustice of it all happen? I can’t believe they let the guy back in the school. Poor Rachael!’ She paused, putting her hand reassuringly on my arm, and I wondered exactly how much she knew. ‘They gang up against you, the institutions. Anyway, we can help. Lucy can help.’

Lucy’s eyes flew to her mother in panic.

‘Well, go on – tell him what you told me,’ Avery urged.

Lucy perched on the arm of a chair.

‘Go on,’ Avery pushed.

Lucy’s face crumpled and her eyes began to water. ‘Please . . . I don’t want to get anyone into trouble.’

‘It’ll be okay,’ Avery assured her. ‘People have to take responsibility for what they do.’

One lone tear trickled down Lucy’s cheek. She sniffed. ‘It was a game . . .’ Lucy gulped back tears. ‘The first one to get him to kiss them would be the winner.’

Righto . . . here it was: silly schoolgirl shenanigans. Rachael had told us the truth.

Lucy wiped her nose on her sleeve. ‘So that’s when the rumours started – that he was touching up the girls after class.’

‘Come on, Lucy – tell him what you saw.’

‘Rach’ll kill me!’

‘Lucy, if you know something important you must tell us,’ I said.

She stretched her jumper over her hands and held her knees up to her chest. ‘Mr Everett kissed Rachael.’

Every muscle in my body winced. ‘How do you know? Did you see them?’

She chewed her sleeve again and nodded. ‘I won’t get into trouble, will I?’

Avery hushed her daughter. ‘You see,’ Avery said to me. ‘Poor Rachael. Will this help? Lucy will speak to whomever she needs to.’

I had to stop myself from lunging forward and wringing the girl’s neck. Why hadn’t she said something earlier? This was what we needed. I suddenly felt crippled with guilt. I’d doubted my own daughter.

I crouched down beside her. ‘This is a really brave thing you’re doing, Lucy. It means he won’t be able to do this again to anyone else. It’s important – you should be proud.’ I looked her in the eye. ‘Why didn’t you come forward before?’

Avery jumped in. ‘I told her she shouldn’t have been scared. I told her she should have said something straight away.’

I shrugged. ‘That doesn’t matter. It’s good you told us now.’

The girl puffed her cheeks out, triggering a memory in me. ‘That was you the other night, wasn’t it?’ I asked her.

Lucy’s neck physically shrank.

‘You were at my house. You and the others. Halloween, wasn’t it? Did you have fun? I did.’

Her bottom lip began to tremble.

Avery cocked her head. ‘What’s this?’

Lucy didn’t need to answer for me to know that it was her. ‘Is this why the girls turned on Rach? Because of the kiss?’

She was frozen now, unable even to nod.

Avery wrinkled her nose. ‘Is there something I should know?’

‘No, no, the girls came to visit Rach on Halloween – left her a message, that’s all.’

Avery exhaled and I smelt peppermint. ‘Okay, well, we’ll be fighting in your corner on Thursday. I know you can’t be there – we understand.’

I was turning to leave when Lucy blurted out, ‘She was boasting about it.’ There were pink patches on her cheeks. ‘That’s why they hate her.’

I felt my shoulders tighten; the lavender smell was cloying. Oh, Rach, why’d you do it? The words physically hurt.

‘We’re seeing Ms Sheehan tomorrow morning,’ Avery told me. ‘I’ll call you.’

I touched her shoulder. ‘Hey, this whole Safe Kids thing, don’t you think it’s getting a bit out of hand?’

Avery’s face hardened. ‘As a teacher he has a responsibility to keep his public persona clean and his private life private. Our children should not be exposed to such things.’

‘But these are pictures of his artwork. It’s a way to showcase – a basic right to freedom of speech.’

‘Then I’d say that’s a conflict of interest.’ She gave a light laugh. ‘You’re joking, of course. Don’t get cold feet, Wolfe. These people will wipe the floor clean with you and lie until they’re blue in the face to save themselves and their precious school. You’ve got to give them something to make them scared. And as for Everett – what are you worried about? Lucy saw them. He’s a pervert and it should be made known. So, no – as far as I’m concerned, we’re not going far enough.’

 

*

That evening I called Camille to give her the news.

‘There’s been a development – they’re reopening the case.’

There was no response. ‘Hello?’

‘Yeah. I’m here.’ Her voice had a cold edge to it.

‘Lucy’s confessed that she saw Everett kiss Rachael.’

‘What? When?’

I told her the details. She sounded strangely vague and said almost to herself, ‘That’s really odd.’

‘Odd? We’ve got proof now – he did do something and Rachael didn’t lie.’

‘Yes. Yes. It’s good. I mean it’s not good, nothing about this is good. I’m shocked, that’s all. I’m glad we know the truth now.’ But her words sounded hollow and after we hung up, I couldn’t shake the feeling that her reaction was weird.


Camille

Francine, Rupert and Rachael waited for me in the foyer of Yvon Lambert’s Gallery on Rue Vieille du Temple. A poster in the window read: Rétrospective d’Art Contemporain Lucien Moreau jusqu’à 31 Janvier.

Rachael was wearing a new short leather jacket and a pair of knee-high black leather boots that Francine had bought her. She looked twenty. We kissed and she led the way, the leather rubbing between her calves. I was puzzled by Lucy’s admission and had spoken to Rachael about it. ‘Did you know?’ But Rachael swore on Mémé’s ashes that she didn’t know anything about it.

The gallery consisted of several adjoining rooms all painted in white; Yvon Lambert had been discovering new artists since the sixties and had fostered Lucien’s career since the beginning; the show was a collection of his life’s work. A young woman, dressed head to toe in the customary black, handed us a catalogue in the doorway.

Rachael talked about each picture as if she were an expert. Around us, well-groomed couples browsed. I could hear Lucien’s voice through hers and wished I were alone. I wanted time with the paintings, to hear their stories, but most of all I wanted to know about Lucien through his work and I couldn’t do that with everyone else around.

‘He’s working on a commission for the president,’ Rachael continued as we moved from one painting to the next. ‘It’s a giant waterlily. It’s fabulous.’

‘So, what does he say about your work?’ Rupert asked.

‘He loves it. Naturally.’ She shrugged, as if there could ever be a doubt.

From painting to painting we saw how his style had changed over time. His portraits had become larger and were heavily textured. I stopped before an enormous woman who lay naked on her front. Her speckled and very large bottom pointed toward the viewer. It was an ugly depiction of the woman – all teeth and bottom and toes. It was ugly and yet somehow beautiful. I had always liked what he did with the skin.

‘He wanted to represent humanity in all its forms,’ Rachael explained. ‘Its contradictions and pretensions. He wants us to see how we judge her and to become aware of our own prejudices. It’s like she’s laughing at us, at our own hypocrisy. Lucien told me that the woman was not fat at all and when she saw this portrait she sued him. What can you expect when you sit for Lucien? Had she never seen his stuff before?’

We came to the commissioned portraits – chairmen, bankers, presidents and celebrities; most were fully clothed and ‘real’, but even so there was a lopsided quality to them. They were not flattering.

‘I have been tempted to commission him myself,’ Francine said, ‘but if he ever wanted to upset me that is the way he would do it.’

Francine took Rachael’s arm and I lingered behind. I stopped at the next painting. I knew this room: its trellised drapes, bejewelled lampshade, and the old sofa on which bare limbs sprawled. The woman posed cross-legged with one hand against her shin, lips rising in a playful smile, inviting the viewer to come closer. I read the tagline: Les Reveils Nus (Nude Awakenings); Paris, year 1995. Oil on canvas.

Up close, I traced my finger over the ridges of her skin, like the ribbed stitches of a muslin cloth, her ghostly image calling to me from the past. I remembered him painting her.

‘Allez-vous faire une offre?’ said a voice behind me. ‘I don’t think you should be touching it.’

‘Sorry . . .’ I turned around. Lucien was standing behind me. ‘Why are you always doing that to me?’ I chided him, but my insides were humming.

‘So are you going to make an offer?’

‘Way too overpriced. I should have bought you way back when.’

‘You still wouldn’t have been able to afford me.’

‘True. You could have given me one, though.’

‘Why don’t we get out of here?’

I looked for Rachael and Francine, but they must have moved on to the next room. He took my hand and pulled me after him.

‘Wait! I should tell them –’

‘Send them a message.’ He dragged me towards the exit. ‘I know a great little place.’

Lucien pulled me down the street. Arrows of water shot through the damp yellow light of the streetlamps, an icy wind seared my eyes.

 

*

Lucien took me to a tiny bar carved into walls of stone; we slid into a table for two in the far corner. Small red lampshades encouraged anonymity. We drank martinis and the alcohol fired up my belly. I looked at him over my glass and felt the hot kick of his presence.

‘Much better than that stuffy exhibition.’

‘But it’s yours.’

‘Even more dull. I much prefer to be here with you. Alone.’

I looked over my shoulder. The bar was busy with arty types in trilbies and goatees. ‘We’re not exactly alone.’

Lucien smiled mischievously. ‘We could be.’

I had to look away, and stared into my martini. His fingers played with the stem of his glass. Once, long ago, those graceful fingers had known me intimately; had rubbed the skin on my back, pressing each bony point of my spine as they moved towards softer, more pliant flesh; had made my breath change gear, become fast and uneven. But I had been a tiny blip for him, just a corridor joining one moment of his life to the next. A young, naive girl, open and seeking. Easier than sleep. He had passed through me all those years ago and left a stain. He was still attractive, still remote, still unattainable and now he was proven – the authority of genius, the charm of a revered mentor. I drank my martini.

I thought of him and Rachael together in his studio. The young, naive girl. He liked them like that. I thought of his fingers holding a paintbrush, dabbing thick blobs of paint on the canvas, blending oils and smearing them together with his rag and blunt-ended spatula, the model sitting on a simple kitchen chair, dark hair springing about her face. The picture would take shape, gradually revealing itself as a snake might, with almond eyes and red mouth, and at the top of her bare thigh, a fawn-coloured birthmark in the shape of a strawberry. Her mark. I tried to look him in the eye. No, I thought, I’m imagining it all. Not Lucien. Not with the way he was looking at me now.

Two more martinis arrived.

‘Just like old times, hey?’ he said, clinking my glass. ‘I remember you, Camille. You liked to dance, didn’t you? I would drink and you would dance.’ He gave a half-smirk. ‘You did cartwheels in the middle of the room. Remember that?’ He broke into laughter. ‘Your legs flying bare in the air. Crazy girl, I used to think.’ He touched my cheek. ‘But I loved that about you. Your fire.’ His expression shifted. ‘What happened to her? Where’s that fire?’

His speech and touch brought a lump to my throat.

He took my hand and kissed my palm.

My gold wedding band glinted between his fingers. I wasn’t that nineteen-year-old anymore. I had Wolfe. And Rachael. And an ugly predicament back in Sydney. I took another sip of my martini. Let me just enjoy this, I thought.

He nuzzled his face against mine. ‘I want to kiss you very badly.’

A huge fireball ran from my sacrum to the crown of my head.

He laughed again, wiping the corners of his eyes. ‘I can’t believe I’m seeing you again after all these years. It’s like, how can I say it, like flowers and fleas in the same hand.’ He sat back. ‘I want you, but I can’t have you.’

Life is short, I thought. Life is short.


Wolfe

It was all over the morning news: Parents protest against private school cover-up. My coffee went cold as I watched the coverage on television. Over a hundred parents and their children had gathered from five a.m. on the road outside Rutherford, holding up banners and crudely written signs: Protect our Kids! Parents for Safe Kids! Who is teaching your child? Demand the right to information!

TV crews crawled through the crowd like cockroaches. Protesters chanted into cameras: ‘We want safe kids!’

Avery Spencer’s head appeared, her hair blow-dried for the occasion. ‘We just want to know that our children are safe at school. That’s all. There have been serious sexual misconduct allegations at this school and they’re refusing to run a proper investigation. I don’t want my daughter being exposed to the threat of sexual abuse of any kind – would you?’ The reporter shook her head.

‘But haven’t they conducted an investigation and cleared the alleged perpetrator?’

‘This is my point – not enough has been done. I’m the last person to deny someone a proper investigation but that’s just it: it took us five minutes to find sexually explicit material on the accused’s Facebook page for anyone to see – including our children – and yet the teacher has been given his job back. All I – all we are demanding to know is why people with questionable morals and behaviour should be allowed to influence innocent children.’

The camera tilted away from Avery, the view bouncing along the ground until it righted and followed a throng of people up the street towards the school gates. People shouted, ‘Sheehan! Sheehan! What do you make of this? Will you comment?’ Through bobbing heads I could make out Sheehan’s mop cowering away from the cameras. She fended off bright flashes and microphones with her palm. A comical kerfuffle broke out and she stumbled, found her footing and ran into the school grounds.

The Today news segment switched back to the studio where the anchors were interviewing the Minister for Education live from Canberra.

‘Do you agree with the parents’ concerns?’

The minister looked uncomfortable. ‘The bottom line is we all want our children to be safe. That goes without saying. We have a duty of care to make sure our children are being protected, which we take very seriously, and that is constantly being reviewed, especially with the advent of social media. But we need to protect teachers, too – they have rights. It’s a sensitive issue.’

‘What about Rutherford? Have they done all they can?’

‘Independent schools have their own protocols. Of course, they still have to comply with government policy.’

I switched the channel. Sunrise was hosting a panel discussion with the president of the teachers’ union, some parents and the head of communications from the Independent Schools’ Association. My head ached. The story was all over the internet. I tried clicking on the Parents for Safe Kids website and then their Facebook page but both took so long to load I lost patience. The main newspaper websites featured the protest on their homepages; I emailed the articles to Camille. The world’s gone nuts, I wrote. There’d been no updates from Sheehan and White; things had been all too quiet since Lucy had gone in to give her statement and I didn’t know why.

Finally the Parents for Safe Kids website came up. On the right-hand side was a link to all the Twitter chat. I stared in horror.

That teacher is a fucking monster!

Get that pervert away from our kids!

Sick teacher should burn in hell!

Rutherford is an elitist breeder of spoilt brats – who cares what happens there? Let them cry on their mummy and daddy’s Burberry-covered shoulders.

Smash the school windows!

My daughter went there and loved it. She is now a top lawyer for an international legal firm and will sue you all.

The messages went on. Brutal slander. I wanted to see justice done but I did not want this. No one deserved this.

I looked at the flyer with Everett’s Facebook photos. Who was this guy? What did he do with himself? Did he have a girlfriend? A family? Mates? I knew nothing about him and wanted to see him for myself. I wanted him to look me in the eye and tell me the truth.


Camille

The sound of Maria Callas’s grief-stricken voice spiralled through Lucien’s studio, ‘Amami Alfredo’ from La Traviata. It was the beginning of act two, the scene where Violetta tells Alfredo that she loves him, meanwhile knowing that she has promised to leave him.

Lucien handed me a glass of red wine. Our fingers brushed. I want you but I can’t have you, he had said. You can, I wanted to say. You can. But I held myself back. I couldn’t. Just because we had once been in love didn’t mean it would be the same again.

‘You used to play this back then,’ I said. ‘It was the first time I’d ever heard it. You used to play it on some old tape recorder. But even then, the music . . .’ I inhaled deeply.

‘So I did.’ His thumb rubbed the ridges of my spine and I tingled all over. ‘Here, this is what I wanted to show you.’

He led me to two easels in the centre of his studio. One was covered with a sheet and the other was unveiled, a painting of a giant waterlily. A single kitchen chair had been placed in front of the easels, as if ready for a model.

‘Do you like it?’ He folded me into his arms from behind.

‘Hmm,’ I murmured, sinking into him. I can’t do this . . . I thought. Can’t do this. Shouldn’t do this.

‘These flowers, they bloom for only three days. They start white and turn pink overnight. I stayed there, in the greenhouse, watching them as they changed, painting them.

‘You know –’ he pushed a strand of my hair away ‘– in Brazilian legend, a princess once believed the moon could make her a star of the sky. She wanted to be the moon’s companion. One night she saw the image of the moon in a lake, a huge blank face, and thought it had come for her. So she jumped in, and sacrificed herself. She became, instead, the Star of the Waters and in return the moon made the giant white flower turn pink. It’s a nice story, non? They smell, too. It’s like . . . les ananas.’

‘Pineapple.’ I gazed at the image of the flower, a hot pink spreading over the whiteness.

‘After two days,’ he said, ‘the flower dies. Until next year, another one.’

An image in his mind, a pink and white fantasy, as fleeting as the waterlily’s bloom. The music stopped and left a prickling silence.

I rested my head on his shoulder and inhaled the skin on his neck, feeling the strong contours of his forearms, and closed my eyes. Had to stop. Somehow. I felt his lips on my neck. His fingers down my arm. I heard myself moan. This was wrong.

‘Mon ange . . .’ he whispered.

He swung me around, kissing my forehead and then my cheeks. I resisted. ‘Lucien . . .’

But he gripped the back of my head roughly, so that I could not get away, and kissed me hard on the mouth. The world disappeared. What did it matter? I kissed him back.

‘Wait – stop!’ I broke away from him. ‘I can’t do this.’ My lips felt bruised.

We panted at each other, a pair of jungle animals.

‘But it’s so good.’

So good and so wrong, I thought.


Wolfe

From the top of the hill, the lights of the city skyscrapers glittered in the distance; bumper-to-bumper red lights flashed on the road ahead of me: twilight rush hour. I turned off the main road to Woolloomooloo, a low-lying former docklands that once wore its violence like a badge and had now been tarted up for the rich and famous, but still bore its scars of homeless, druggies, drunks and hookers. I pulled up outside a terrace house I knew to be a place where businessmen ate raw fish off bare tits: Everett’s place was next door.

I parked front to kerb. I’d expected to see a media scrum but realised it would be illegal for them to reveal Everett’s name and address. Mr Brown licked his paws on the seat next to me. I wanted to see where he lived, maybe catch a glimpse of him, maybe go knock on the door, maybe have a quick word . . . I wasn’t sure yet what I would do; I just wanted to see things for myself. Shadowy figures began to emerge in the half-light. I watched Everett’s front door. It was brown with a brass knocker in the shape of a monkey’s face.

Up the street I heard a loud moan. A man stumbled along, shirtless and out of it, and as he came closer I saw his scrawny ribcage was covered in dried blood. He had the desperate look of a junkie, the skin pulling tight on his skull, his eyes sunken.

There was a knock on my window. I started. Christ. A woman with the thighs of a racehorse peered down at me. I wound the window down a smidgen.

‘Hey, honey,’ came a deep voice. ‘You waitin’ for someone?’ She opened her jacket, revealing a fishnet top with nothing except a tattoo of a butterfly underneath.

‘Jesus, love, some warning next time.’

‘Sorry, darlin’. You need some lookin’ after?’

‘Maybe another time.’

‘What are you, some kinda perv?’

I wound the window up. Mr Brown whined.

One by one apartment windows lit up; the office workers had gone home and the night workers were taking their stations. Racehorse warned others against me. Night fell with urban sound effects to match. I switched on the radio.

It was a busy street, this one, living up to its reputation, and I watched all sorts of business transactions take place. The lack of streetlamps and the out-of-the-way nooks were an advantage around here; cars were used for other reasons than driving. I stared at Everett’s front door. Had I missed him? The lights were still off. Eight p.m. Perhaps he’d gone away?

My phone rang. It was Harvey.

‘Just wanted to follow up with you, mate, re Lucy Spencer. I’m afraid it’s a no-go. Turns out she never actually saw anything.’

‘That’s not what she told me.’

‘I know you were hoping for otherwise. But Lucy admitted that it was Rachael who told her about the kiss. She’s not a real witness. We’re back to square one. We can’t pursue it any further.’

Damn it. I threw the phone on to the passenger seat. So there was no proof against Everett and everything pointed to the story being false. I felt a mix of anger and frustration and a deep sense of sadness that I’d been right about Rachael all along. I started the engine and slammed the Ford into reverse.


Camille

I stared at myself in the mirror, feeling wired. There were black smudges beneath my eyes. I splashed water on my face; it had taken all my willpower to stop Lucien. I dabbed my face with a towel and returned to the studio; Lucien was no longer there.

A plate of cheese and our two half-eaten baguettes were where we had left them. One of the cheeses smelt like wet laundry. It was late. Outside the window the sky was not black but a deep violet. I wondered what Wolfe was doing – it was daytime on the other side of the world and I suddenly missed him.

Lucien’s painter’s clothes hung on a peg. There were empty wine and whisky bottles and half-full packets of cigarettes. I looked at the painting of the giant waterlily and then my gaze shifted to the painting beside it, covered by a cloth. Rachael’s work. I played with the end of the sheet. She’d been so mysterious about it. ‘It’s a surprise – you’ll see,’ she’d said when I asked what she’d been working on.

I lifted the edge of the cloth and saw the wooden legs of the kitchen chair. I pulled the cloth back a little further, revealing a bare foot. The brushwork was thick and vivid. The sitter’s toenails were painted red and curled around the bottom rung of the chair; her ankle was flexed and the calf muscle disappeared underneath the rest of the cloth. I froze for a moment and then let it fall back down.

‘What are you doing?’ Lucien stood in the doorway.

‘Nothing.’ I was shaking and didn’t know where to look.

‘Come to bed.’ He moved towards me and traced his finger along the top of my collarbone. He leant against me and I saw our bodies press together in the reflection in the window, our skin yellow in the glass.


Wolfe

Marguerite’s boxes lay upturned on the garage floor. I remembered seeing an address book when we’d packed them up. It must be here somewhere. I pushed one of them upright, opening the flaps, breaking a spider’s web in the process, and dumped photo albums and piles of crap back inside. A couple of stray photos fell out. Pictures of Camille in Paris from years ago. Camille grinning in front of the Eiffel Tower; a group of people in front of a painting on a wall in a garden: an older lady and gentleman, a woman about Marguerite’s age who looked exactly like her, and two men – one wearing painting overalls. A picture of her French family, I assumed. The second photo was just the guy in overalls – tall and dark, he brooded into the camera. Camille must have been the one taking the photos. I tucked them into my back pocket, folded over the cardboard flaps and pushed the box into the corner, but something was caught on the bottom edge – a scrap of material. I crouched down, peeling it away, and a cold shiver ran down my back. Between my fingers was the edge of a piece of canvas, almost wholly charred, except for the remnants of flesh-coloured oil paint.


Camille

In the early hours of the morning, I walked along the street, looking for a cab. Sleet settled on my coat. When I thought of what had just happened, I broke into a sweat. I replayed it over in my head. Lucien wanted me. After all this time, he wanted me. I crossed the road and stood on the bridge, gripping the rails, staring at the water that rushed below. I felt like a river was rushing through me. I turned my face up to the sky, the coldness on my skin.

In the back of a taxi, I took out my compact mirror. I was a mess. I tried wiping the make-up from under my eyes and fixed my hair. I had to make myself a little presentable. How would I explain my sudden absence from the exhibition? I sprayed some perfume on my wrists and behind my ears and saw that the taxi driver was watching me in his rear-view mirror.

‘Très jolie,’ he said.

I muttered a thank you.

‘Vous êtes mariée?’

I shrugged my shoulders, pretending I didn’t understand him.

‘Vous avez un copain?’

I shook my head and raised my hands in the air, ‘Sorry, I don’t speak French.’

‘Lady, you want a boyfriend?’ he said in heavily accented English.

‘No, thank you.’

‘Lady, you want a date? Very pretty.’

‘I’m going to see my husband. Thank you.’

He shrugged this time, and I shouted, ‘My husband,’ and showed him my ring.

He snorted in the rear-view mirror. ‘Je sais. Je sais ce que vous êtes. Une salope.’

I pretended I didn’t understand. Sleazy bloody taxi drivers. I turned on my phone and it bleeped with messages – no doubt from Rachael and Francine, wondering what had happened to me, even though I had sent Rachael a text. ‘Camille, it’s me,’ Wolfe’s voice bellowed down the receiver. ‘I’m coming to Paris. See you in two days.’


Part Three


Wolfe

Landing in Paris, I legged it through the airport with a thousand other passengers, dodging trolleys and bolting towards the taxi stand. The queue was a shambles. The drop-off area had been sectioned off for road works and my first view of Paris was a set of orange and yellow barricades, a backhoe loader and a bulldozer.

Finally, I was seated in a cab. I handed the driver a piece of paper with the address written on it. He took it and mumbled something I didn’t understand.

‘Sorry, mate – English?’

But he just shrugged and we jerked away from the kerb.

I sank into the leather seat, my duffel bag beside me, the noise of French talk radio blaring and my body stiff with hard-boiled sleep. The countryside was flat, full of business parks and giant supermarkets. We coasted through long concrete tunnels and as we reached the outskirts of the city ugly apartment blocks covered in graffiti began to spring up. Suicidal motorbikes weaved in and out of the traffic. The people looked cold and pale – miserable.

Eventually, we turned into a narrow road with pretty wrought-iron balconies and sand-coloured buildings. The taxi stopped on the corner by a flashing green cross; I paid the driver and stepped onto the sidewalk with my bag slung over my shoulder.

There was no doorbell outside the apartment, just a keypad. I pressed a few buttons and pushed the door, but nothing happened. I waited for a moment and then walked into the middle of the road, assessing the building from a distance. My Blundstone boots scraped on the bitumen. I counted the floors – six – and made a bet they were at the top.

I tried to call Cam’s mobile, but it went straight to voicemail. It was still early; she was probably asleep. I sat on the doorstep and waited.

That was the thing about surfing: it demanded patience. Out there in the line-up, we waited for the wave train to come riding in, and we didn’t mind. I laid my head against my bag, the canvas stiff with seawater, and closed my eyes.

Had Camille ever told me about Paris? Sure. Sort of. She spoke of being half-French, how she had never known her real father, how her grandparents had abandoned them and how she had studied art in Paris – all with salt water in her eyes. I asked, What happened there? What was so great about Paris? And she had said, It’s hard to explain.

I missed the time when things were simple. The ache of an unled life. I’d only ever lived by one rule up until then: the prickle on your neck, the goose pimples on your arms, the churning of your gut – whatever you wanted to call it, the way the animals lived: instinct.

‘It’s in here, that’s where it’s at, son, not out there.’ The Old Man prodded my chest with his stubby finger. ‘If you’re not centred here, then you’ll never find your way.’ He took another drag of his cigarette. ‘Listen to that and you’ll never put a foot wrong.’

‘Just like riding a wave.’

He laughed, a shovel scraping on gravel. ‘Surfing’s for poofters. Now, boxing – there’s a sport.’ He was always black and white.

The door behind me clicked open and there she stood, Camille, a pulsating spot in my vision, the blues of her eyes swimming, making patterns.

I leapt to my feet, clutching my duffel bag. It was all I could do to stop myself from dropping to my knees, burying my head in her lap and crying like a baby.

‘I can’t believe you’re here.’ She managed a half-hearted kiss. Her lips were cold.

‘The shit’s hit the fan. You gave me no choice.’ I wanted to grab her and either smother her with kisses or wring her neck. My knees went weak. Christ, must be the jetlag.

She led me inside and we stood like strangers in the lift. I saw how grubby my hands were and suddenly became aware of a faint smell of stale booze.

The door to the apartment was open, the entrance hall gleaming bright like Hollywood’s version of heaven: chintzy golds, creams and greens, chandeliers and porcelain trinkets. I looked at myself in a mirror and saw a bleary-eyed and scruffy bloke.

‘Take your boots off,’ Camille said.

I yanked them off and set them neatly together by the front door, trying to pull the holes in my socks underneath my soles.

A young woman in knee-length leather boots walked into the hall, followed by an older couple. I blinked a couple of times, knowing it was Rachael, but not recognising this new version of her. Where was the kid in board shorts I’d seen a few weeks ago?

‘G’day, Rach,’ I said. Emotions flooded in uneven spurts. Hold it together, mate.

‘Dad?’ she said, spinning round. ‘What are you doing here?’ Panic enlarged her eyes.

‘What, no hug for your old man?’ I watched her, thinking of the bit of canvas burning a hole in my back pocket; she should be scared.

She hesitated and then leant in and gave me a quick hug, her body a wisp against mine. She smelt of flowers.

‘Seriously, what are you doing here?’ She looked from me to her mother. ‘Did you know about this, Camille?’

Camille looked wan. ‘He just turned up – didn’t you?’

Rachael managed a weak smile.

‘I wish I were here under better circumstances,’ I said, and the smile disappeared.

Camille introduced her aunt and uncle. ‘We are so pleased to meet you, finally,’ Francine said in a singsong voice. ‘You know, we wondered if you truly existed.’ She kissed me on one cheek and then went to kiss me on the other, but I had already started to pull away and we bumped noses.

Rachael sniggered. ‘Wolfe, that’s the Parisian way of greeting someone.’

‘All right, smart-arse.’

Rupert extended a hand for me to shake. ‘First time in Paris?’

‘Yep.’

He rubbed his hands together. ‘What a treat!’

I half grinned, probably looking drunk. ‘If that’s what you call it.’

‘Well, don’t worry, old boy,’ he said, slapping me on the back. ‘We’ll show you the ropes.’

 

*

Later, when I’d showered and felt half normal, Camille came to see me in the bedroom. Rachael had been moved into Rupert’s study to a foldout bed.

‘So what’s the grand plan, then?’ she said, standing at the door. ‘Drag us back kicking and screaming?’

I took my toiletry kit out and returned a plastic box containing soap, a razor and a small can of shaving cream. ‘Cam, I had no choice.’ I dug into the back pocket of my jeans and threw the bit of canvas on the bed. ‘Plus, I found this.’

Camille picked it up and turned it over. ‘What is it?’

‘The stolen painting – right? She burnt the bloody thing in my workshop. I remember the smell of it. I couldn’t work it out at first. So Sheehan was right all along – Everett had caught her and she accused him to get out of it. She’s started a war, Cam.’

She chucked it back at me. ‘How do you know it’s that painting? This could be anything.’

‘Seriously? Come on, Cam. She’s set him up. She told Lucy that they’d kissed. Lucy didn’t see a thing. Did you see the links I sent you? There’s a bloody lynch mob out for Everett.’

‘I saw them.’

‘Fuck – we did this!’

She began nodding and then we heard a shuffle outside the door. She put her finger to her lips. ‘Let’s talk over lunch.’

 

*

‘L’entrecôte?’ A slab of bleeding meat hovered above our table. Camille pointed to me and the plate descended. ‘Et la salade.’ The waiter fussed around in his penguin suit and brought a demi of 1664, with a low tide that had more foam than a closed-out break. They never would have stood for that back home at the Eagle.

The place was stiffer than a corpse. My chair was held out for me, a napkin was fanned and draped across my lap, and the waiters minced around with carrots surgically stuffed up their rear ends – rather like my wife right now.

‘How’s your steak?’

I carved through its purple flesh and went through the motions of eating it. ‘Actually, it’s bloody good. Bloody being the word.’

Cam lowered her eyes and put a small forkful of salad in her mouth. She chewed it delicately, wiping her lips with the corner of her napkin. She was worlds away from the woman I knew who ate Nutella straight from the jar.

‘So this is what it’s all about, eh?’ I said. ‘Paris.’

She looked around. ‘Not quite.’

‘But you love it anyway, all this?’

She pushed bits of lettuce, apple and goat’s cheese onto her fork.

‘Are you pissed I’m here?’

Her head fell to the side. ‘Rachael’s making excellent progress.’

I spooned some extra mustard onto my plate and sprinkled some salt over the steak.

‘She’s being mentored by Lucien Moreau, one of France’s top painters. You don’t just walk into opportunities like that.’

‘Jesus, Cam.’ My knife and fork clattered on my plate. ‘Is that a good idea? After Clippo? And now Everett?’

‘You make out like it’s all my fault,’ she said bitterly.

I took a moment; I didn’t want to kick things off so quickly. I put my hand on hers. ‘Cam, she has to confess. Everett’s had death threats on Twitter.’ I filled her in on the whole media fiasco. ‘After the investigation he was reinstated and the case closed, but the public have gone ape shit. He’s had to go into hiding.’

‘Shit.’ A red flush grew from her neck up around her cheeks. The line between her eyes had deepened. She pushed her plate away, the salad only half finished. ‘What a mess.’

Beside us the men in suits were chomping away – eating, speaking and drinking without pause; an elderly woman silently sipped her glass of white wine. Could they understand us? Possibly. I’d heard that everyone in Paris understood English, they just chose not to speak it.

‘We’ll deal with it and move on, okay? She needs help.’

‘You don’t understand. She’s about to be accepted into art school – normally they never accept students so young.’

The waiter appeared and she fell silent while he cleared our plates. He returned a moment later and scraped the crumbs into his palm with a silver rod. Cam had gone from red to white.

‘The only gift Rach has is for lying and the sooner you see it the better we’ll all be.’ I exhaled, the anger draining from me as quickly as it had come. I touched her cheek and then tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘It’ll be all right.’

She raised her blue eyes to meet mine. ‘I know,’ she murmured, a thousand miles away. ‘I know.’


Wolfe

I watched the sourpuss expression spread across Rach’s face as we stood beneath the iron arches of the Eiffel Tower in an enormous queue that curved around itself like a fat intestine. She looked hard, not like the carefree girl on the beach. Perhaps distance made you see things differently.

‘You like it here?’ I said, clutching my arms about my chest as we tapdanced from one foot to the other in the frigid air.

‘It’s the most touristy place in Paris.’

‘So it’s not cool?’

‘Jesus.’

‘But it’s the Eiffel Tower! Surely you gotta do it once?’

She shrugged. ‘I already did.’

To be fair, I didn’t really care too much for it either. I sure as hell didn’t care for the three hundred people that were standing in line before us. But I had wanted us to be on neutral ground when I showed her the canvas. I wanted her reaction to be real.

We waited for three whole hours, hemmed in by barricades, the tourist buses rolling in. Street sellers buzzing. ‘Ten for two euros,’ they called, jangling their plastic Eiffel Towers.

Finally about fifty of us squeezed into a yellow lift, which carried us to the first floor. Then we queued for another hour, only this time it was even colder. But there was Paris, a patchwork blanket below. At last we squeezed into a smaller lift and saw the ground disappear beneath us as we whooshed up its shaft and felt its dizzy height.

I clung on to the railing in the lift and decided it was now or never. ‘You know there’s been an investigation – Everett’s been cleared.’

Rach raised her eyebrow and gave me a puzzled look.

‘Why did you tell Lucy that Everett kissed you?’

Her nostrils flared. ‘Ha, she’ll say anything, that girl.’

‘Come on, Rach – it’s not a game anymore.’

The lift halted and the crowd pushed us out onto the top platform, separating us. The air was tight and the noise was dim; the world was on mute. I searched over the top of the crowd and saw Rach standing with her back to me, grasping the railing, staring at Paris below. I made my way over to her. The city was laid out below like a manicured backyard, completely geometric.

‘Rach,’ I pleaded, ‘this has to end. There’ve been death threats.’

She let out a snort, not turning. ‘Really? Good.’

‘It’s not funny.’

‘Who’s laughing?’

‘Doesn’t it bother you?’

She shot me a look over her shoulder.

I fished the piece of canvas out of my pocket and held it towards her. ‘I know about the painting.’

She stared at it dumbly and then shrugged. ‘Know what?’ The wind blew her hair about her face.

Frustration set in. ‘It’s what’s left of that girl’s painting from your school – you took it, didn’t you? And Everett caught you.’

She snatched the canvas from me and held it close for a good look. ‘Jesus, Wolfe,’ she sneered. ‘I never knew you had a talent for making up stories. I burnt this ages ago – it belonged to my Rooms series. I hated it.’ She handed it back. Her lips were blue. She tucked her hands under her armpits. ‘Can we go now? I’m freezing.’

We queued up again. The small lift arrived, the crowd crammed together and we were the last to squeeze in. The doors shut and the lift fell past the levels of iron balustrades. My gut somersaulted. Out the window, Paris grew bigger. Rach pressed against my back, and whispered into my ear, ‘You must think I’m some kind of monster.’ The lift jolted to a stop. She looked up at me, the rims of her eyes red, water gathering at the corners. I didn’t know if she was crying or if it was just the damn cold. I shoved my hands deep into my pockets, touching the edge of the canvas. The crowd piled out and we waited in another, much larger queue for the second lift down.


Camille

It was day three since Wolfe had arrived and his presence had changed everything. I took Rachael to the Jeu de Paume, just the two of us. The museum now held contemporary art installations – a far cry from its days as the Nazi art collection depot.

‘So he believed you?’ I asked, as we stood before a display of coloured fluorescent lights.

‘I guess.’ She stuffed her hands in her pockets.

‘Did he suspect anything?’

She shrugged. ‘Dunno.’ The lights changed from blue to green. ‘Is it true about the death threats? Have you seen them?’

‘Yes.’

Rachael moved away, her shoulder bumping mine as she wandered off to the next installation. I looked at the back of her head, wondering what was going on in there and whether we were okay. Somewhere a thread had come undone.

I won’t lie. When I saw Wolfe again, with his trusting eyes and his good heart, on a personal crusade to save an innocent man, I felt sick to my stomach. My resolve was faltering. It was all I could do not to heave right there on the floor in front of him. What was the matter with me? Were my nerves failing? Was I losing sight of the prize? In the past, I’d never felt guilty, but this time I’d had to grip my hands underneath the table to stop them from shaking. So Rachael had lied to save her skin; she had stolen the painting to win the prize and was stupid enough to get caught. Why couldn’t they all have just let it die down? First the school, then the investigation and now a group of vigilantes. What next – the police? Well, it wasn’t like she’d broken the law – what were they going to do? Charge her with stealing something worthless? It was a moral question, not a criminal one. What if she did return and tell the truth? What would that do? Her reputation would be destroyed – I’d never get her into another school again; hopefully I wouldn’t have to. There was only one school I cared about. Anyway, people would believe what they wanted, and unfortunately Everett would be a casualty. Nothing Rachael said now would change that. The damage was done.

Burning the canvas had been easy. There’d been a strong wind that morning, the clothesline creaking and our clothes flapping wildly. I had a few hours until Wolfe and Rachael returned; I went into the laundry and pulled out a plastic bag from behind the washing machine – a place I knew Wolfe would never go. I found a metal bucket and a bottle of kerosene. I couldn’t do it outside because of the wind and the heat so I cleared an area in the garage and placed the bucket in the middle of the concrete floor. The canvas had been rolled up. I didn’t bother to unroll it; I knew what it was: a portrait of someone’s mother. Rachael had hidden it in my mother’s box, where I’d found it when I searched for my mother’s address book. She had even taped the box back up.

Brown and white paint was encrusted on the curled-up edges of the canvas. I pushed it deep into the bottom and covered it with pages of yesterday’s newspaper. I poured kerosene over the canvas, struck a match, and let it fall. There was a loud pop, followed by a roar, and a huge fireball leapt into the air. I jumped back and out of my skin. I was shaking. The fire licked up out of the bucket, swallowing the canvas in one mouthful. I’d stared at the yellow blaze as its flame rose to my height. And just as quickly it fell low, burning itself out. I was panting. The workshop reeked and was filled with black smoke. I hadn’t thought of that. I crouched down, putting the lid on the bucket – it was hot to the touch. There, it was done. Gone. Rachael was protected. They had no proof now.

Rachael’s silhouette paused in front of a blue fluorescent lamp. Burning the canvas had been easy. Maintaining the lie was becoming difficult.

 

*

‘Have you ever lied about anything?’ I said as we lay side by side in the darkness in our pushed-together beds. I was in a perpetual state of fear. So jumpy, I thought I would hit the ceiling. I looked at Wolfe’s profile, so strong and so calm – how could I have doubted him? What if I had done things differently? Done it his way? Would it have been any different? I felt tears prick behind my eyes. Had I gone too far this time? Should I just tell him everything? He didn’t need to know about Lucien – that was something else, something personal, from long before he was around. But there might still be a chance to save the teacher and Rachael – we could return to Australia and then come back to Paris. But what if Rachael was punished? Maybe she’d be let off with a warning, have to do community service or something. Maybe I could buy us some more time? I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling my head begin to throb with the weight of it all. The sheets rustled as Wolfe shifted his legs. He was such a good man – so simple, so trusting. Of course he had never lied about anything.

‘I’m sure I told a few porkies about missing school,’ he said, half asleep.

‘My family had secrets.’ My breathing was loud and uneven.

‘Everyone has something,’ he murmured, seemingly unaware of the turmoil inside me.

‘In the old days they sent you away if you got into “trouble”. Sent you abroad until you had “recovered”. They’d arrange adoption.’ She paused. ‘But they couldn’t make my mother give me up.’

I heard his intake of breath. He was awake now. ‘Shit, Cam. Why didn’t you tell me before?’ I felt the weight of his arm on my shoulders as he drew me towards him. But I was like a stone in his arms. ‘I had some idea there was a rift in your family, but I didn’t know it was anything like that.’ He stroked my skin and we stayed that way for a while and the sickening nerves in my body began to subside for the first time since he had arrived – and then a familiar old buzz ran through me. I turned towards him. We kissed.

He nuzzled my hair away from my ear and whispered, ‘When all this is over and we go home, let’s go away to the beach – just you and me, like old times.’

‘Hmm, I’d like that.’ We kissed again but I put my hand on his chest and stopped him. ‘I want to ask you one thing . . .’

He kissed my neck. ‘Mmm?’

‘I promise we’ll go home – but I just need a bit more time.’

He fell back on his pillow and sighed. ‘How much time?’

‘It is her funeral, after all. Just a few more days.’

I heard the rustle of the sheets as he moved his legs around. ‘Okay.’

I leant into him again, kissing his lips, tasting salt. Always salt.


Wolfe

The gunshot cracked into the air. A cartridge reloaded. Another crack. Eight dogs barked and screeched at a one hundred and fifty kilo boar they had cornered against the hollowed-out trunk of a chestnut tree. A bullet about the size of a five-cent piece had lodged in its neck. The boar staggered, disoriented, and tried to charge the dogs, but instead rammed its tusks into the trunk and emitted a high-pitched whine; the dogs kept on coming. Thank god these were only chase dogs and not catch dogs. ‘Not in France,’ Rupert had explained earlier. ‘Only the Americans do it that way.’ Catch dogs tore into the animal with their teeth.

The dogs were growling and the boar was squealing; the noise alone was enough to make me want to run in the opposite direction.

Rupert, in his green hunting jacket and with pants tucked into a pair of long socks, threw down his rifle, handed me something from his belt of hunting tools, trod through the mud behind the tree, and took hold of the front right leg of the beast.

‘Okay, old boy, he’s all yours!’ Rupert yelled over the noise, his body jerking with the boar’s struggle.

‘What?’ I reached for my own rifle, still slung over my shoulder. It was heavy and bulky and caught between my legs, and I thought I’d shoot my own bloody foot off if I wasn’t careful. Rupert had given me a quick lesson; even though the old man had been a good shot, I’d never fired a gun. I wasn’t a hunting sort of bloke. I could barely catch and gut a fish. It was good to get out of the city now, though, get some fresh air. Clear the old noggin.

We’d driven to the hunt – about an hour from Paris – in the early hours of the morning. Rupert had lent me a pair of khaki duds and matching hunting jacket, the pockets filled with bullets, whistles and cough lollies. The forest was full of thick ground cover, twiggy oaks, beech and chestnuts, tangled branches and thorny brush. A grey mist hung in the air. The hunting party had been waiting for us by the side of a dirt road, hands in pockets, fluoro jackets, guns and caps. A real French horn sounded, the dogs were let loose and bolted off into the brush. We followed them. Not far in, a single hoof print was spotted in the mud; its scent was picked up and we had our boar.

‘The knife, old boy, use the bloody knife!’

I opened my fist and saw that Rupert had handed me a knife with a plastic handle, its serrated blade a meagre six inches long. The boar bucked and thrust itself against Rupert’s strong grip. The dogs bayed. Where was the rest of our party? At five feet long, its skin covered in coarse black bristles matted with mud, the beast was hardly going to feel this piss-ant excuse for a weapon.

‘He’s getting loose!’ Rupert yelled, his face turning purple. ‘Do it now!’

The rest of our party caught up to us, but hung back, watching, waiting. Great, a fucking audience. I was no stranger to blood, but stabbing an innocent creature made me want to gag. My hands shook as I ran over, desperate for this struggle to end.

‘Remember what I said: aim for the heart. Watch for the plume,’ Rupert said, fighting for breath as I crouched in front of the beast, my head inches from the snarling jaws of the dogs. The pig shrieked as if it knew what was coming.

‘On three, I’m going to lift. One . . . two . . . three!’ Rupert yanked the beast with all his strength, exposing the right flank. ‘Now!’

The boar thrashed its head wildly from side to side; I drove the knife into the hairless patch where I thought the heart was, but the pig just squealed and lunged towards me, throwing Rupert into the mud and grazing my arm with his tusk.

‘Again. Go again!’ Rupert commanded, amazingly finding his footing and still gripping on to the boar’s front leg.

But I had dropped the knife, and it was caught up among the mess of dogs, beast and mud.

Quick as a blow, Louis, the dog wrangler, dashed up from behind and plunged his own knife into the boar’s chest, about four inches below my own stab. In one swift movement he severed the aorta and pierced the heart; the blood seeped out in a flower-shaped plume – just as Rupert had said it would. The beast went slack instantly. The sight of the blood made me bend over and retch.

Louis whispered a command to his dogs and they abruptly fell quiet, slinking into the forest. The silence was worse than the noise. Louis bent to retrieve my blade. He handed it to me as I was still leaning over my knees. Driving his meaty fingers into my shoulder, he murmured something that I couldn’t understand, but I recognised the tone: It’s okay, mate. You fucked up, but it’s all okay.

The rest of the party stood over the dead animal, deep in conversation. Its black beady eyes were vacant; its body slumped against the tree trunk.

Rupert came over. ‘How are you?’ He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his face and hands. ‘They’re worried the meat might be spoilt,’ he said.

‘Shit. It’s my fault.’ The long kill would have triggered too much adrenalin, toughening the meat.

‘It’s your lucky day – they got another one over at the pass. Lunch and dinner,’ he said, winking. He lowered his voice. ‘It’s always hard the first time. You’ll get used to it.’

I made a mental note that this would be the first and last time. Rupert threw me his handkerchief and I saw I was covered in blood. It was all over my hands. My coat was torn and my forearm was bleeding where the tusk had sliced my skin open.

‘You’re lucky you’ve still got that arm,’ he said. ‘Better get it looked at.’

Eventually they decided it would be worth carrying the boar back. Four men took a leg each and set off for the cars, their faces straining under the weight. At the clearing, the boar was swung in the back of one of the Land Rovers. The dogs were put in their cages and thrown chunks of meat. A foldout table was pulled from the boot and spread with cheese, wine, bread and some kind of pink paste. The men stood around, the butts of their rifles between their legs, laughing and patting each other on the back. I thought I had a pretty strong gut at the best of times, but eating cheese and bread beside two dead animals was beyond me. I poured myself a cup of wine and leant against the engine. I could smell the blood on my hands.

 

*

Rupert drove us to the house, the boars weighing down the boot of the car. There was a cook waiting to skin, gut and spit roast them for Marguerite’s wake on Saturday.

Rupert banged on and on, mostly about the chase, wondering if I’d enjoyed it as much as he had. I told him I had and he seemed pretty chuffed he’d been able to show me the ropes, as he kept on saying.

‘You did all right today.’

‘Yeah? Thanks.’

‘Hell of a rush. Something primal about it. Takes us back to our roots.’

‘It’s good to be outside.’

‘You wait; Janine, the cook, – she’s been brought in for the wake – she’ll use up every bit of that boar and have it laid out on the table for an eye-watering feast. Pig’s head terrine, black pudding, crispy pig’s ears, boudin noir. Smashing.’

Something rumbled inside me. I was surprised that they put on such a feast for a wake, we’d had sandwiches and dips, but when in France . . . All I really wanted was to let the rhythm of the drive send me into a trance. I’d checked in with Terry early that morning – he was taking care of Mr Brown for me. ‘Half of Sydney’s lost their mind over this teacher. Alan Jones wants me on his talkback radio show.’ I asked him if it was a police issue now but he said it wasn’t. ‘The bugger’s been put on trial by social media.’

Rupert fished something out of his pocket, a packet of jelly lollies; he bit the plastic off and sucked one into his mouth.

‘You all right, old boy? You seem a bit pale round the edges.’ The lolly stuck to his gums. ‘Jube?’

I declined. ‘Yeah, yeah, I’m good.’ But it was hard to hide – all this stress – I was so worried about Rach and now this ‘mentorship’ with this art bloke; did I have to worry about that too? I was getting a bad feeling about him. I looked at Rupert. ‘So you know this guy that’s giving Rach art lessons, then?’

Rupert crunched the jeep into fifth. ‘Lucien? Sure. Francine’s father discovered him years ago. Huge success now. He’s your typical bohemian artist. Lives by his own rules, bit of a Lothario with a cluster of adoring female devotees – you know the cliché. Broke Camille’s little teenage heart.’

I looked at him quizzically.

‘First love, eh?’

‘Yeah, yeah – of course,’ I said, as if I knew all about it. But Cam had never mentioned a word, and now this sleazebag was giving our wayward kid art lessons. It sent the fear of Huey right up me.

He put the pedal to the metal. ‘So let’s get that pig stuffed.’

 

*

The tyres crunched on the gravel as we swerved up the driveway. I did a double take as an enormous mansion burst into view. It was a little part of Paris in the countryside, built in the same style as all those wedding cakes in the city. So this was where Camille’s French family came from – and I thought she’d been raised in a two-bed flat by her poor mum. Well, she had been. But I had no idea about this.

Rupert pulled on the park brake. ‘Oh, and don’t take any notice of old Marie,’ he said, referring to Camille’s grandmother. ‘It’s all an act – she’s sharp as a tack. Makes fools of us all.’

He opened the boot of the car. ‘You take the other end,’ he said, grunting and dragging the legs of one of the boars halfway out of the boot. ‘We’ll have this guy spinning on the spit in no time.’

The boar’s fat belly hung heavy between us, rocking back and forth as we dragged it into the house. We entered through a side door into a foyer. Outdoor gear hung on pegs above muddy gumboots. We took a breather and then carried it across a marble floor into the kitchen. It had a gigantic stone fireplace and a table big enough to feed a swim team. We heaved the stiff beast up on to the table on the count of three and it landed with a loud thud. A tiny woman wearing a white coat came running in. She proceeded to wave her arms about in a fit, but Rupert just smiled and gave her a big kiss. The woman went bright red. ‘There, problem solved.’ He winked at me. ‘Wait till she sees the second one.’

Back in the hall, I heard music – a piano, filling the corridor with sound. I was drawn in. It had been a while since I’d heard this sort of music. Not since the old man used to send us deaf and crazy in the car as we drove over khaki mountains, deep into the bush.

‘Bloody genius, your namesake. You’ll thank me one day,’ he’d said. Jeez, if it wasn’t the very same, the only one I knew: Mozart’s Andante.

We dragged the second boar to an old stable out the back of the house, tied a rope around its neck and hung it from the ceiling to age. The skin on its chest gaped open from two gashes. This was my boar. Up close the fleshy pink divots of its snout looked weirdly human. I ran my finger along the razor-sharp edges of its tusks.

‘There’s a beauty in death, no?’ Rupert ruffled the animal’s fur. ‘Nothing like a good hunt, hey?’ He grinned and slapped me on the shoulder. ‘Come on, old boy, let’s get inside.’


Camille

I met Samuel Florins outside the claimant’s lawyer’s offices. He seemed fairly confident. Barry had been on both our backs all morning, and I was glad to share the grief. The meeting was a preliminary one to prepare for a formal mediation and basically find out where both parties stood and how they wanted to move forward.

‘If you couldn’t find anything, I doubt they would have either,’ Samuel said as we went up in the lift. I watched the floor numbers light up as the lift ascended. I nodded, but inside I felt weighed down.

The offices had a plastic finish, all bright orange and turquoise, feature walls and space-age furniture. We were ushered into a boardroom where we organised our papers, poured ourselves some coffee, and waited. The receptionist appeared, advising they wouldn’t be too much longer: Sam and I knew the drill – power tactics: make them wait.

Twenty minutes later, two women and two men walked in. A woman in her late twenties, wearing a navy suit with a white ruffled shirt, seemed to lead the charge. She had thick brown hair to the shoulder and did not smile: Selina Goldman. A second lady, possibly in her late eighties, was guided to a seat. She wore her white hair short and combed back. She reached out to touch the younger woman on the arm, thanking her, and on her wrist I saw the numbered tattoo of a concentration camp. This was Lilian Bernard.

Selina made the introductions. The two men were Selina’s lawyers. Samuel and I stood and shook hands with each person. Lilian’s hand was small and frail in my palm, her skin the texture of talcum powder. Here was Lilian, the victim, in person: a live witness – and suddenly, La Baigneuse was no longer just a painting. I swallowed back my morals and remembered I was here to do a job.

Samuel towered over the table, charismatic and charming, easing gently to the point before concluding with our position: ‘My clients wish to continue with the sale of La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux, and believe that, although the circumstances your family found themselves in are regrettable, the painting was bought by my clients in good faith. Nor has our research uncovered any proof that the painting was stolen.’

Selina exchanged a look with one of her legal colleagues.

Samuel glanced at me, almost winking he seemed so confident, which I was thankful for because my nerves were untying. He went on: ‘We believe it will be fruitless to pursue the claim but my clients are willing to pay a small reparation from the sale of the painting as a gesture of goodwill.’

‘You talk of no proof?’ Selina handled a plastic sleeve containing a single sheet of paper, dangling it just out of reach. ‘You talk of compensation?’

‘Yes . . . it is a possibility . . .’ Samuel began. ‘My clients are good people . . .’

‘May I ask you, Ms Larkin, you are not Jewish.’ It was a statement not a question.

My skin prickled. What this had to do with me, I had no idea.

‘No. Do you know what it means to be Jewish? To know what is in your blood? Where you have come from?’

I felt heat rise up my neck. ‘I don’t see how this is relevant . . .’

‘May I ask you, was your family in the war? Did they serve?’

The colour rose to my cheeks. ‘All families were affected by the war, Ms Goldman.’

‘Your grandfather was, is, an important figure in the art world, isn’t he?’ Selina glanced down at the document she had in her hands, appeared to find what she was looking for, and glanced up. ‘Was your grandfather not involved in an appraisal of La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux?’ She pushed the evidence across the table to Samuel.

‘He was contracted as an expert, yes,’ I said. ‘For Galerie Charpentier . . .’

Samuel removed the piece of paper from the plastic cover. It was the appraisal – the one my grandfather had written for Rochlitz. A copy of the very one that now sat buried under files in my room at the apartment. They had obviously reached the records before me and made a photocopy. I picked it up and read it for the benefit of the boardroom.

Lilian stared at her hands in her lap, but Selina’s gaze was unwavering. I looked at Samuel. They were all waiting for me to respond.

‘It’s an appraisal. That was what he was employed to do. I’m not sure what you’re getting at.’

Selina passed a second plastic file across the table. It was a second letter addressed to Rochlitz written in French. Selina waited a moment and then passed a transcription of the letter in English. I took a moment to read it.

 

20 May 1940

Dear Mr Rochlitz

An esteemed friend of mine has drawn my attention to the whereabouts of a very good Courbet, La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux, which would likely attract great interest from certain parties.

I believe his asking price to be very reasonable, however he can only reserve the Courbet until 27 May, as he can sell it elsewhere.

I await your imminent reply and remain with best wishes.

 

(signed) A. Delamotte

 

Selina then passed us a third document: a copy of an original sale receipt for the painting for 350,000 FF addressed to Georges Bernard and signed by Gustav Rochlitz, dated 27 May 1940.

‘It’s quite shocking, no? That an esteemed professional of the art world would alert known Nazi collaborators to the whereabouts of Jewish art? And knowingly value it for him a month later – at twice its sale value.’

My face was burning. They had found the proof. The amount showed that Rochlitz had taken advantage of the Bernards’ situation: Bernard had been forced to sell under duress and my grandfather had made the introduction. I couldn’t believe they had actually found the original receipt. Perhaps some of their family archives had survived.

There was an awkward pause. Samuel handed me a scrap of paper on which he had scribbled, What is she talking about?!

‘One night,’ Selina said, ‘a police van stops in front of my family’s house and arrests Lena, Georges, David, Lilian and Rebekah. It happens to be the night before their planned escape to London, and the house is emptied of all its contents, all their money is confiscated – including the money from the sale of La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux. Do you still believe a small reparation is ample compensation?’ She paused, staring at me, eyes like pins. ‘Do you think my grandmother’s life is ample compensation?’

Samuel’s nostrils were flared – he was seething.

‘Surely your family sought restitution after the war ended?’ I said, fumbling under the attack.

‘My family were dead, Ms Larkin. My grandmother was thirteen. She lived in a hostel when she returned to Paris and was then fostered to a non-Jewish family and was so traumatised she brought her children up in the Catholic faith. She watched her mother, father, brother and sister die at Auschwitz and was only saved because she had been singled out to work in the guard’s kitchen. So I ask you again, do you think my family received ample compensation for the sale of La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux?’

Lilian placed her hand gently on Selina’s wrist and Selina stopped speaking.

I looked between the two of them. Lilian’s eyes were watery. She was not crying; they were wet from old age.

‘My family sold their belongings under severe duress. But they were too late. Let your clients know we shall be asking for full restitution,’ Selina said.

Samuel and I gathered up our things.

 

*

Outside in the street, Samuel grabbed my arm. ‘Jesus, Camille – did you know about this?’

I bit my bottom lip. I was so angry with myself.

‘Is it true?’

I thought of my grandfather dribbling in his dressing gown – what else had he done? How far had he gone? I hadn’t let myself think about it until now. I never thought they would find this information and use it against me. I had heard that some experts had been paid handsomely to ‘fix’ appraisals, but until a few days ago I had never suspected my grandfather. And to make known the whereabouts of potential cheap sales – that was even worse.

‘You really didn’t know about it?’

I didn’t reply.

‘You did and you didn’t say anything.’ He looked disappointed. It was bad news. The painting was tainted. Even if the Blakes didn’t give it back, no respectable dealer would touch it.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’ll let Barry know.’


Wolfe

Francine focused on the road ahead, and even though the car bumped over potholes, her perfectly blow-dried bob did not move. We were on our way to the local markets to get food for lunch.

‘You must be very proud of Rachael,’ she said.

Proud? Right now, I wanted to throttle her for the mess she’d made. ‘Of course I am.’

‘She seems incredibly focused.’

‘When Rach wants something there’s not much that can stop her.’ And what did she want right now? I was hoping it wasn’t Lucien. Rupert had got me worried. ‘So what’s this Lucien fellow like? You’ve known him for a while, yeah?’

‘Years and years. Brilliant man – you will see. You’ll meet at the service tomorrow.’

‘So he’d be good with Rachael?’

She hesitated. ‘His name will help with the school.’

That bloody school – it was all I ever heard about. ‘Is he married?’

‘Lucien?’ Francine laughed. ‘No. I don’t believe he’s the marrying type.’ She gripped the steering wheel. ‘He’s a free spirit.’

Great, that was all we needed – two free spirits spending loads of time together. ‘You sure Rach is okay with him?’

She looked at me suspiciously. ‘What are you worried about?’

‘Oh, nothing.’ Her avoidance of the question didn’t make me feel any better. I changed tack. ‘So what was Camille like when she lived with you?’

Francine snorted. ‘She was a handful.’

A handful? What did she mean by that?

We entered the village, driving through narrow streets to a small square where we parked and got out of the car. Some kids stood in front of an empty cafe. A few sad stalls were set up in the centre of the square. Tarpaulins flapped in the wind. Francine opened the boot and handed me a straw basket. ‘On y va.’

The market consisted of about six or seven stalls and a couple of people selling second-hand wares on blankets on the ground.

Francine approached a man selling sausages first. He cut two small pieces off a sausage and handed them to us to taste. Francine wrinkled her nose and pointed to another one, and on it went until she finally decided on several. The guy weighed them, wrapped them and placed them in a plastic bag, which she gave to me to carry.

We repeated this little charade from stall to stall. I stood there with a goofy smile on my face as she passed me bag after bag.

‘Taste this.’ Francine was holding a piece of pale yellow cheese, oozing from the centre. ‘Smell first,’ she held it up to my nose. ‘That’s how you know if it’s good.’

It smelt of bad foot odour, but I ate it anyway.

‘So, Cam was a handful was she?’ I asked, taking another bag from her as we moved on to the olive stall.

She glanced quickly at me, as if weighing up her answer. Then she shrugged, took an olive pit out of her mouth and said, ‘She was going behind our backs, Wolfe. She lied to us.’

‘About Lucien?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘It’s all in the past now.’ She dropped the olive pit on the ground and we moved on to the rotisserie stand.


Camille

Jacques was out and it took Yves some time to open the door. ‘What a nice surprise,’ he said. I apologised for showing up unannounced. He asked if I would like something to drink and I accepted a glass of water. He shuffled into the kitchen in his slippers.

The glass of water shook in his hand as he carried it towards me. I thanked him and apologised again for barging in. He offered me a seat.

‘Something unexpected has come up . . . with the painting. It’s to do with my grandfather,’ I said, getting straight to the point. ‘During the war, was he shifting stolen art?’ I had tried to protect my grandfather’s reputation but the claimants had found out anyway. Now I wanted to know the extent of his involvement. ‘I would ask Anton himself, but . . .’

Yves nodded, acknowledging my unspoken reference to Anton’s lost grip on reality.

‘I know he informed Rochlitz of the whereabouts of La Baigneuse aux Cheveux Roux, but what else did he do?’

He looked at me sympathetically and then said, ‘Your grandfather wasn’t a bad man. None of us were bad men.’ Yves paused, he looked at the table and then, as if he had come to a decision, his light blue eyes returned to me. ‘It was the war.’ He pushed himself out of the chair and shuffled out of the room.

I couldn’t move; I felt shattered.

He returned carrying a shoebox. Sitting down, he opened it and flipped through a stack of photos, stopping at a particular one and handing it to me.

It was of a group of eight men posing for a photograph at an official function; five of the men were wearing Nazi uniforms; the other three were in civilian clothes.

‘I am there, on the far left.’ Yves’ finger shook over the photo as he pointed. ‘Bruno Lohse is wearing the light-coloured jacket and that’s your grandfather next to Kurt von Behr in the uniform. This was taken on opening night of Arno Breker’s exhibition in May 1942.’

Kurt von Behr was head of the ERR, I knew, and Lohse was a German art dealer appointed by Goering to oversee the collections he and Hitler were amassing.

‘As you know, the ERR had firm guidelines as to what they considered Aryan art. Your grandfather, Gustav and myself all knew there were profits to be made with the ones they didn’t want . . .’

‘But they were stolen. Those people were murdered. How could – ?’ I stopped.

Yves’ eyes were weary, tired of everything. ‘As far as I know, Anton gave one appraisal at the Jeu de Paume; Gustav formally exchanged a number of works we knew the Nazis wanted for ones they considered degenerate and were happy to give away. Anton and myself told Rochlitz the whereabouts of certain works we knew the Nazis would be interested in. I would find clients who needed to sell their masterpieces. The new world was hungry. There was money. We put them on a train to Switzerland, or sold them through various auction houses in Paris, or sent them to New York. We weren’t the only ones. After the war we all made a pact never to talk about it.’

Lilian’s eyes haunted me.

‘Everyone just wanted to move on.’

Had he spent his life atoning for his crime? Wondering if the stolen artworks would turn up time and time again and haunt him? Or had he simply moved on? I couldn’t tell. Had grandfather ever felt guilty? ‘The Bernards are asking for full restitution,’ I said. ‘They want their painting back.’

He nodded, his eyes unafraid. ‘The situation is unfortunate.’

 

*

If I cut myself, the blood would run clear, the red leached out. Drained. The weariness was contagious. I didn’t know what to do with myself; I didn’t want to go back to the apartment; I didn’t want to see anyone. All I could think about was my grandfather’s hair that had once been thick and dark and glossy.

I had to let Barry know. I’d be removed from the case. They couldn’t have a researcher who had a personal connection to it. Unless the Bernards agreed to a sale, the Blakes would lose out; if they refused to return it, La Baigneuse would become worthless, tainted by its lack of provenance. They could hardly seek compensation from the people who’d sold it to them – it was their bad luck they were at the end of the line. My grandfather would also be exposed as a collaborator.

It was hard to see Anton with his drool-covered chin and stained dressing gown, tottering around his musty living room, as the same distinguished academic, stooping over centuries-old manuscripts and giving lectures, and again as the tall dashing figure with a full head of dark hair, standing beside a man with a swastika wrapped around his upper arm. I’d been so in awe of him. In the end, he, too, had been weak.

 

*

That evening, I called Barry and told him the news. ‘Fuck, Mills!’ he shouted down the line, following up with a few more obscenities. I felt bad for him; no one liked losing. ‘I had no idea. I’m sorry.’

‘Fuck, Camille. The Blakes are going to hit the roof.’

‘I’ll be sending my invoice.’

He groaned and hung up on me.


Camille

My mother’s funeral service was conducted by two Catholic priests in the small family chapel in the garden at Chateau de La Roche Guilbeault. An intimate group attended. We were told to wear black and Francine had given me instructions to follow throughout the service. The priest spoke in French and Latin. He had never met my mother. Marie bowed her head in prayer and crossed herself. She wore a black Chanel suit and pearls and appeared smaller, hunched over from the curve in her upper back, her legs like two matchsticks. She held a white tissue in her hand. Her short hair was fluffed up high, hardened with hairspray.

In the early afternoon, just before dusk, two priests had arrived at the house, one carrying a vessel of holy water and the other a cross. We bowed our heads as the first priest sprinkled holy water over the cedar box containing my mother’s ashes and recited a psalm, ‘De profundis clamavi ad te, Domine . . .’ Holding the cross, the second priest led the procession to the chapel. I carried Marguerite’s ashes. My grandmother, Francine, Wolfe, Rachael and my grandfather, pushed by Rupert, followed behind.

Inside the chapel, mourners – friends of the family who may have known my mother as a girl – had taken their places in the pews. I walked up the aisle and saw Lucien standing tall; he nodded at me and I had to look away. Feeling all eyes on me, my hands shook as I put the box down on the altar. I found my seat in the front row beside Wolfe. He looked uncomfortable in an ill-fitting suit he had borrowed from Rupert. He took my hand and we all bowed our heads.

The priest began with a series of prayers in Latin. Francine then read a prayer in French and then the first priest recited another long prayer in Latin. Our tiny congregation moved to kneel while the priest issued the absolution. We lowered our heads again. At the end of the pew my grandfather’s head drooped low on his chest. I wasn’t sure whether he was bowing his head or if he just wasn’t strong enough to hold it up. Did he know what was happening? Did he realise his daughter had died? Did he feel any guilt? It seemed all too easy to say a few prayers to the priest before death and know all would be forgiven – or forgotten. The first priest sprinkled the box with holy water again. The second priest held a metal pot suspended from chains at his waist, swinging it from side to side, trailing a thin line of smoke and the smell of frankincense.

Marie approached the altar and she lit a candle beside my mother’s ashes. Each of us followed in turn. I watched Rachael as she leant forward and lit her candle, elegant in the black trouser suit we’d bought for the original funeral. As she returned to her seat I tried to catch her eye, but she was looking past me to someone behind – to Lucien. A small smile appeared on her face, almost a blush, and she lowered her eyes to the ground, trying to hide it. Was she flirting with him?

It was my turn. I was last. I lit my candle, staring at the flame as it stood up straight and golden. I looked at the box containing my mother’s ashes and felt nothing. It wasn’t her – this entire thing wasn’t her. It was a complete farce. A bloody show. I picked up the box, as I’d been instructed, and followed the priests outside.

In the garden, an open casket lay on the ground beside a hole carved into the stone wall – Lucien’s mural. I placed the box in the casket.

The priest recited the committal in French . . . la terre à la terre, les cendres aux cendres . . . la poussière à la poussière . . . He made the sign of the cross then bent down, picked up some soil and sprinkled it through his fingers over the casket. Marie, Francine and Rupert each scattered soil after the priest. Rachael came forward, picked up a clump and tossed it into the casket. It hit the edge and crumbled into bits. She dusted her hands off and, face downcast, walked over to stand beside Lucien.

I placed the lid on the casket and slid it roughly into the space in the bricks which had been cut out in a corner of the faded mural; remnants of a thorny rose vine had been severed. A bronze engraving would be placed over the opening.

The priest finished with another prayer . . . Repose en paix. Que la paix soit avec vous.

I felt my lips mouth, Amen.


Wolfe

Marie, Anton in his wheelchair with the nurse behind him, Francine, Rupert and Camille stood in a line in the foyer of the house, greeting the congregation and receiving kisses of condolence.

Camille shook hands with strangers, but her eyes were vacant, distracted. She didn’t know these people and they probably hadn’t even known her mum. I could tell she didn’t want to be here. Waiters passed around trays of champagne and tiny bits of food not big enough for a bird and I stood there, feeling useless. Rachael brought a drink over to me, sipping another herself. Cam had always let her have one glass. Perhaps that was one of many mistakes. ‘Thought you could do with one,’ she said. I muttered my thanks. She’d painted her lips bright red and they left stains on the rim of her glass.

The dark, smarmy man I’d spotted in the church and picked for sure as Lucien was the last to greet the family. ‘Mon ami!’ Rupert said, and the two men hugged and then kissed each other on the cheek the way men did in this country.

Lucien was probably about fifty and looked as if he were prepared to eat every woman alive. Everything about him swaggered; his shirt was undone one button too many, his baggy trousers hung loose, his salt-and-pepper hair flopped in waves around his ears – even his lips were rubbery.

Rachael grabbed his hand and introduced us.

‘G’day, mate.’ I squeezed Lucien’s hand hard.

‘C’est le kangourou,’ he laughed. ‘We meet, finally.’

‘Ah, and you must be the frog,’ I said, and we stood there clearing our throats with nothing else to say.

After what seemed like an age, Marie clapped her hands and shouted some order, and we followed her trail of face powder into the great hall to be seated for lunch.

On a serving plate in the centre of the dining table, the boar glistened with honey glazing. It was a spectacular sight, yet the memory of its death made me look away. What was I, squeamish? Hunting paraphernalia hung about the walls: a pair of antlers, some antiques rifles, oil paintings of hunting scenes.

I found my place. I’d been put next to Anton’s nurse, who was beside Anton at the head, and an old duck called Sabine, who didn’t speak English. I parked myself down and skulled the rest of the shampoo. Cam was seated at the other end of the table. I caught her eye and we swapped fed-up looks. Rach was opposite, next to Lucien. Rupert carved the boar and handed plates to the waiters, who drowned the meat in puddles of gravy and slopped on piles of cabbage, mushrooms and potatoes.

Anton’s nurse stuffed a napkin down his shirt collar. His eyes were mostly closed and when they opened he didn’t seem to see anything.

The waiters filled our glasses with red. The wine went down easily. I picked up my knife and fork and was about to tuck in when I saw Cam’s lips pinch disapprovingly. She nodded towards Marie, at the head of the table; everyone else had bowed their heads as she began a prayer. Oops. I laid down my knife and fork, threaded my hands together and lowered my head.

Opening one eye, I peered across the table, through the crystal glasses, to the top of Rachael’s head. Her hair fell over her face, across her shoulder, towards her elbow, which rested, ever so lightly, against Lucien’s.

A thick gold ring, engraved with a crest, glinted on his pinkie.

‘Amen,’ said Marie, and everyone picked up their knives and forks and got stuck in.


Camille

After lunch, the party moved to another room they’d opened up especially, where they served coffee and more drinks. I looked at the people my French family had invited and wondered what I was doing here. They were nice enough, sure, but I had nothing to say to them. My mother was dead. They hadn’t known her. The Australian her. Wolfe was skulling yet another drink. Francine monopolised Rachael, showing her off. I snuck away to the studio. The smell of oils and chemicals faintly wafted. I touched the squeezed and dried paint tubes left to oxidise and then several curled and browned sketches. I leant against a bench, sucking on the butt of a cigarette, waiting. Ten minutes later the door opened and Lucien walked in.

He wiped rain from the shoulders of his coat.

I stubbed out my cigarette in the sink. It was a bad habit.

I’d thought about Lucien, about us, so much over the years that even those thoughts had lost their edge as I’d used and re-used them like some kind of addict.

Just now, he looked as if he were the younger man I’d met: the older man who had seduced a young woman. Had I ever thought that what he had done had possibly been wrong? I’d been nineteen and he’d been thirty-two. I knew exactly what I’d been doing. But then again, so had he.

I thought of Rachael and her shameless behaviour. ‘I don’t like the way Rachael flirts with you,’ I said.

‘Are you jealous?’ he said, coming over and putting his arms around me. He kissed my neck. ‘When I saw you with your husband . . .’ He squeezed my shoulders. ‘Camille . . . Camille.’

‘Stop it,’ I said, pulling away. ‘Someone might see us.’

He cupped my cheeks with his hands. ‘You drive me a little crazy, you know?’ He pressed his chin against my face, the bristles prickling. ‘I want to kiss you.’

I grabbed his hand. ‘We need to talk.’

He gave me a questioning look. I’d been turning scenarios over and over in my head. Where was all this going? ‘What are we doing here?’ I asked him.

‘You tell me.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Isn’t this what you wanted?’ he asked, kissing the top of my head.

I hesitated. Lucien had not been part of the plan, but Wolfe and I, well, it wasn’t that simple either. Lucien broke away, moving over to the bank of old canvases stacked in metal shelves. ‘It was a good idea your grandfather had, setting this up for new artists. It’s a shame it’s gone to dust.’ He let canvases fall and touched the workbench where I had once tried to make my own paints.

At that moment, I saw Wolfe through the window, striding towards the studio. I felt a slow flush. ‘It’s my husband,’ I said, my voice catching. I stood back from the door in the shadow of the wall. I heard a tap on the glass and then the handle turn. I scanned the room, searching for an exit, but there wasn’t one. We were sprung.

‘We’re in here,’ I said, trying to sound casual. ‘Lucien and I were just checking out the old studio.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Francine said I’d find you here.’ His gaze flicked between the two of us. Could he sense my nerves? Did he look suspicious?

‘So this is where you learnt all that stuff?’ he said, breaking the silence.

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I’d better get back,’ Lucien said, heading towards the door.

Wolfe watched him leave. His lips were stained red from the wine at lunch. I saw that his skin had lost its tan underneath the sunless sky after only a few days.

‘I can just see you here,’ he said, walking around. ‘All serious – all determined.’ His eyes shone with the flush of alcohol. ‘You’ve always been a determined girl.’

He picked up a paintbrush and began to scratch the hardened paint off. ‘What’s going on, Cam?’

My throat went dry. Did he know?

‘You saw her with him.’

‘Please don’t start.’

‘You must have noticed. I saw it on your face.’

‘You’ve had too much to drink.’

I needed some water and tried to turn the tap on but it was impossible to budge after so many years of disuse. ‘Shit . . .’

‘Why are you being so blind?’

‘You’re paranoid,’ I whispered. Heat crawled up around my ears. I stopped struggling with the tap, spent.

Then I felt him behind me. The smell of whisky. He took my hand from the tap and tried twisting it himself. The muscles worked in his neck, there was a squeaking noise and then the tap began to move. The pipes groaned. We waited for the water to run and Wolfe kept turning, metal on metal, but there was just the gasp of an empty pipe.

‘Why didn’t you tell me you’d been with him?’ he said.

What? I panicked inside, turning my head away from him, and realised he meant from before. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was so dry. ‘It was a long time ago.’

‘Fuck, Camille – is there anything else I should know?’

I gave a slight laugh, resting my hand on his arm. ‘Don’t be silly.’ I rubbed my neck, feeling where Lucien had touched and kissed me moments before and hoped Wolfe couldn’t hear the guilt in my voice.

But he was too concerned about Rachael to hear the off note. He exhaled loudly. ‘I don’t know, Cam. I’ve just got a bad feeling.’ He ran a hand through his hair, as if trying to brush his thoughts away.

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘Trust me.’ But even as I said it I wasn’t so sure myself. ‘We should go back inside.’


Wolfe

Rupert passed around a box of cigars and refilled our tumblers with whisky. A few of the troops had already left, the nurse had taken Anton back to his room and Marie had excused herself. Rupes had put on some Frank Sinatra and the smoke from the cigars hovered above our heads like a snow cloud. I bowled from guest to guest, the whisky loose in my hand, the dirty taste of cigar in my mouth and tried to tune in to Rupes’ stories. Something about the time when he’d met so-and-so and when they’d done such-and-such but I just couldn’t seem to follow – possibly because he was speaking French. The room swayed and I grabbed hold of someone’s shoulder and we ended up having a little dance until Rupes took me aside and put me into an armchair and I was vaguely aware of Cam digging her nails into my shoulder and saying something about going upstairs. I waved her away.

I spotted Lucien with Rach across the room and a hot fog came over me. I watched as she draped herself across him, whispering in his ear. She smiled, opening her mouth wide, exposing her teeth, then throwing her head back and laughing. It was as if she was moving in slow motion with the sound turned down. I didn’t like it. Not one bit. The way he turned towards her. The way she couldn’t take her bloody eyes off him. What? She wanted to jump this guy’s bones now? Fuck. What a sleazebag – fucking rich guy with a roving eye, thinks he can do anything he wants. Did he know she was just a kid? I looked into my drink, amber liquid swirling, distorting my fingers underneath. My shoulders felt heavy. I closed my eyes and let them rest shut for a moment. The earth disappeared beneath me. I saw Clippo’s bruised and bloodied face and shook the memory free. I felt the pull from the Pacific Ocean – what I wouldn’t give to dive in right now.

When I opened my eyes again I saw her hair brush the side of his face as she slid to his lap. Where was Cam? I couldn’t sit here and watch this another second. I looked around, the floor uneven, strangers’ faces moving in and out of focus. Never trust a bloke who wears jewellery, I heard my old man’s voice say in my head. Fucking poofters.

I stood up and pitched across the room. ‘Get up, Rachael.’

Rach looked up at me in horror and then covered her face in her hands.

Lucien pushed Rach to her feet and stood up himself. ‘Now, now, what’s the trouble?’

I poked him in the shoulder, not taking my eyes from his. ‘Get yer filthy paws off –’

He held his palms up. ‘Everything’s okay.’

I shoved him and he staggered back.

Rach’s voice was in my ear. ‘Dad, what are you doing? You’re embarrassing me!’

I went to push Lucien again but felt a strong arm around my shoulders and suddenly I was being guided to the terrace doors.

‘It’s all right, old boy, you just need some air.’ It was Rupert.

I shook him off me. ‘I don’t need some fucking air. I need to smash that guy’s face in.’ But the cold worked itself into my lungs and doused the fire in my blood. ‘Shit. Sorry, mate. It’s been a long day.’ My breath was still short. I looked back through the glass, seeing the people shrouded in light, carrying on as if nothing had happened, and then Cam and Rach’s faces appeared, looking at me in double disgust.

‘Think I’ll just go for a walk.’

Sobering up in the cool night air, I cringed in shame at the scene I’d caused in there; but still, it just didn’t add up. Rach’s behaviour was out of order – his was out of order. Why was I the only one seeing this? I began to feel angry again and had to keep walking to stop myself from running back and having another go at him.

I kept going until I reached the local village, where I was relieved to find a bar open. Entering, I heard the roar of a crowd and the blowing of a whistle. A crew of locals watched France play Argentina on the telly. I felt a smile spread across my face. Even in the middle of nowhere, as far away from home as I could get, I’d found a tiny slice of the familiar in a game of rugby. I ordered a beer and a Coke and settled in for the rest of the night.


Camille

My mother stood in flared blue jeans, a scarf tying up her hair, a saucepan full of boiling water in one hand and a cigarette in the other. ‘Chérie, come here. Look at this.’ Underneath a chair on our veranda lay the glistening scales of a coiled brown snake. I hid behind her thigh, clutching her hip. She crouched beside me. ‘It’s beautiful, non?’ she whispered in her lilting French accent. ‘But very dangerous. Now get back inside.’ I ran in and watched her from behind the flyscreen. She stubbed out the cigarette with the toe of her sandal and flung the boiling water in the direction of the snake. Then she squealed and started banging on the door for me to open it. I pulled and pulled but the door wouldn’t budge; it was stuck. The banging grew louder. And suddenly I was very cold.

I woke with a start in a cold sweat. I’d left the window open. It took me a moment to remember where I was. What time was it? I checked my phone. It was after midnight. The other side of the bed was empty. Wolfe had not come back; his outburst was inexcusable. He was going to get an earful when I saw him. But anger was replaced by uneasiness. Perhaps he’d got lost? Or perhaps he had fallen asleep downstairs? Or couldn’t find our room? I opened the bedroom door and listened. Silence. Down the hall I noticed a sliver of light from beneath the door of my mother’s old room; Rachael must still be up. He could be with her.

I tapped on the door, but there was no answer. She must have fallen asleep with the light on. I opened it and peered in. The light was indeed on, but the bed was neatly made, completely untouched. Rachael’s overnight bag was upended over it; t-shirts, underwear and jeans were flung from one end to the other. Her make-up was spread across the dressing table. The door to the ensuite was ajar; a tube of toothpaste lay in the sink, half squeezed. Where was she? Was she still up with everyone else? I stood on the threshold in the dark and listened for noises, but there was nothing. I hesitated a moment longer and heard something else: the click of a door from down the far end of the east wing – Lucien’s room – followed by muffled footsteps and the rustling of clothes.

I sat on the edge of the bed and waited. Seconds later Rachael opened the door and turned her back, quietly and carefully clicking it shut, her boots in her hands.

‘Rachael?’ I said.

She jumped and put a hand to her chest. ‘You scared the shit out of me.’

She wore an oversized shirt over jeans and her hair was a wild mass of curls. ‘What do you want?’

‘Where’ve you been?’ I couldn’t hide the edge in my voice.

She threw her head back, her hair tumbling away to reveal black smudges and tearstains. She threw her boots into a corner of the room and lifted the large shirt – a man’s shirt – and undid the zipper on her jeans, peeling each leg off.

I bit my tongue. She was like a rabid creature, crouched down like that, ready to pounce. Her silence made my head pound. There were times when we had raged at each other. There was a scar on my forehead from a flying plate; I had dug my nails into her arm and felt pleasure as they tore her skin. She had bit my calf, leaving a circle of ridges, and I had yanked her hair hard and then harder and felt a warm ink spread through my chest – but when I opened my palm to find a dark furry clump in my hand, my heart clenched in fright. Now I wanted to slap that face, whichever one it was, and bring more tears to her eyes.

‘Whose shirt is that?’

She moved to the dressing table, tied her hair up in an elastic band and began to scrape the mask of make-up off with a cotton pad and cleanser. The soft glow from the lamp veiled her face in odd angles.

The shirt fell off one of her shoulders. ‘Is that Lucien’s shirt?’

She shrugged. ‘He gave it to me.’

The face that emerged from beneath the make-up was scrubbed raw: her true self without the mask, a baby lamb, but sharper somehow – keener. She looked at me, her eyes narrowing in hate and something else; hurt, perhaps. Was she deeply hurt by something? I had done everything for her. The sacrifices. All the work. How could she be so ungrateful?

The corners of her lips twitched, and she smiled. ‘He’s been painting me,’ she said, unable to disguise the glee in her voice.

‘What, here? Now?’

‘He brought it with him.’

I thought of the painting under the sheet in the studio. The one I had almost looked at but didn’t. Of the red toenails. I looked at Rachael’s feet. Her toenails were scarlet. I imagined him painting her skin the way he had painted all those other women – the way he had painted that woman I remembered – and the anger grew.

‘You can learn a lot from being the subject,’ she said smugly, as if she had won a game.

I stared at her face, searching for clues, for deceit, but her expression was clear, fresh and clean.

I took a step towards her, trying to hold my anger in check. My hand flew up to my head and she flinched. ‘God, I knew this was a mistake.’

‘It’s only a portrait,’ she snapped.

‘I should never have agreed to this.’ All those women – how many of them had he seduced? ‘Did anything happen?’

She loosened her hair and picked up a hairbrush, watching me in the mirror. ‘I can take care of myself.’

‘That’s what you said last time.’

She fell silent and bit her bottom lip, tears gathering. She placed the brush on the dressing table. One by one, the tears began to fall. A feeling of dread came over me. She held her face in her hands and began to sob quietly. ‘Mum . . .’ She looked at me, the hate replaced by fear.

‘Oh, Mum!’ Her sobs became louder. ‘I didn’t mean . . . I don’t know what happened.’ She wiped her face. ‘One minute he was my teacher and the next . . . Oh god . . .’ She sniffed and caught her breath. ‘He was touching me. I asked him to stop, but he kept going. . .’

‘Hang on . . .’

Her mouth was an open wound, a dark void. Her eyes shut tight, pressing hard to squeeze out one clear drop and then two, and a terrible howling sound threaded with pain came from somewhere deep inside her.

Every cell of me wanted to reach out and touch her, put my arms around her and tell her everything would be okay, but I remained frozen. ‘You’re lying.’

She shook her head. ‘No . . . please . . .’ she wailed, her arms clutching her belly. ‘You have to believe me.’ She doubled over and sank to her knees. ‘I’m going to be sick.’ And she dry heaved over the carpet.

I watched her suffering. Saw her pain. Perhaps it was real? A child is splayed on the bathroom tiles, her skin red and twisted, vomiting up bile. Another time, in the supermarket aisle, sitting in a burst pile of popcorn, coughing so hard through the sobs she throws up down her front. And another, my face smarting from the mark her palm has left, as she thrashes about her room.

‘When was this?’

‘The first time was –’

I faltered. ‘The first?’

Her words were chilling. Lucien. The paint brushes dig into my skin. His heady scent narcotic. His hands on my daughter? Could she be telling the truth?

‘Please, promise you won’t say anything,’ she begged. She was curled up on the floor, rocking back and forth, her hair fanned out around her, her shoulder blades poking through the white cotton. When she was a baby, she used to touch my face with her tiny hands while I fed her.

She began to punch herself in the arm. ‘Stupid. So fucking stupid. Disgusting. Dirty . . . Fucking idiot.’

‘Stop it!’ I yelled, catching her fist and holding it back.

She turned her red eyes towards me. ‘You hate me!’

I crouched beside her and restrained her arms until she fell slack against me. She buried her face in my neck. I smoothed her hair down her back and I held her.

After some time, she pulled away. ‘You believe me, don’t you?’

A spike went through my heart. I kissed her forehead. ‘Go have a shower.’

She picked herself up off the floor, took a towel from the back of the chair. I pulled myself up, feeling dazed, not quite sure what was going on. In spite of her pleas, I had to talk to Lucien.

Rachael hesitated at the door. ‘Please stay with me tonight.’ She picked at the wood of the doorframe with her finger. ‘I don’t want to be alone.’

I nodded. ‘Okay.’

I heard the shower running, my head splitting with thoughts. Was she telling the truth? I wanted to run down to Lucien’s room and scream at him. The thought of him lying there, sleeping even – I was in shock.

She switched the lights off and climbed into bed with me, wriggling down under the covers and placing my arm around her. She yawned, appearing placid, while my every nerve was pinched with stress.

‘Thank you for staying with me, Mummy.’ Her body began to succumb to sleep. ‘Night.’ She rolled over. And then, through the dark, her tiny voice said, ‘You’re not jealous, are you?’

Had I heard her correctly?

‘I know you’ve been with him again.’ She spoke through her yawn. ‘Don’t worry, you can trust me.’ And then I heard the soft little moans of her breathing, which meant she was asleep.

I stared into the darkness, dumb with disbelief. Was this a trick? A game? Did she want to hurt me? I heard the trees rustling outside the window; the wind had picked up. I would not sleep tonight. I needed to think this through very carefully.

Early the next morning, before the sun had even risen, I heard the sound of an engine start. I got up and peeked out the window and saw Lucien’s car disappearing down the driveway.

 

*

An hour later, I found a hung-over Wolfe passed out on the kitchen bench, drool on his chin. I shook him awake. ‘Go to bed, for God’s sake,’ I scolded, then told him I had to go to Paris for a work meeting. ‘Take care of Rach.’

He murmured something and passed out again. There was no time to have words with him now.

I took Francine’s car and headed straight for Lucien’s. I reached the city, slowing down in some light traffic, and watched parts of Paris slide past. Lights streamed in the rain; I caught my reflection in the car window, patterns from the pavement gliding across my face like two film negatives, one shifting over the other. I was replaying Rachael’s outburst in my head. How did she know about Lucien and me? Had he really raped her?

I’d been neglectful – distracted, too, by Lucien. He was hardly one to hold back; unburdened by middle-class morals, I would be naive to assume he didn’t do as he pleased.

You’re not jealous, are you? Her voice rang in my ears. Jealous? It was as if she wanted me to be jealous. If that was what she wanted, the whole thing could be a lie.

I hurried up Lucien’s staircase. Butterflies flew inside me.

He had left the door ajar.

‘Hello?’ I said, puffing.

The lights were off. There were shadows in the room.

‘Lucien?’

I heard the faint sound of water running.

A draft came from an open window. An old glass of red wine rested on the workbench. The bench where we had . . . only a week ago. Had he done the same thing with Rachael? There was the kitchen chair. Had they done it there?

I saw the painting of the waterlily and beside it the other painting, the one covered with a white sheet. I marched over and yanked the sheet off; it billowed in the air and fell in a heap on the ground.

A naked woman sat on the wooden chair staring at the viewer in boredom, her painted red toenails curling around the bottom rung, but the rest of her sagged, in age, in lethargy, in disappointment. The lines around her eyes, her cheeks, her chin, were drawn and heavy. Her dark hair was stringy and brushed her breasts, which stood out unnaturally perky and exaggeratedly fake. This woman was old. I let out a harsh laugh. Rachael had not posed for him. She was lying.

The sound of water stopped, heavy footsteps walked from the bathroom to the bedroom, cupboards opened and closed.

My daughter had lied. There was no painting of her. I closed my eyes, thinking of her face, scrubbed fresh and pink, clean of make-up and then later, swollen and red from hysteria. I had come here to confront Lucien, but now I was not so sure. If Lucien had not painted her, had he raped her as she claimed, or was that a lie too?

Lucien walked in, freshly showered, looking confused.

‘Rachael has made up some wild accusations about you,’ I said immediately.

He reached for a packet of cigarettes, pulled one out and lit it. ‘What did she say?’

‘She said you were painting her.’ I began to pace. ‘And then she said that you had –’ it was difficult to form the words ‘– raped her.’

His cheeks drew in, creating a hollow above his jaw, and he blew the smoke between us, a look of perplexity – no, of boredom – on his face.

‘Is it true?’

Lucien closed one eye against a tendril of smoke. The smoke inhabited the room and my belly, the hollowness lurching, and a slow smile spread across his face.

That weightless feeling was back – the nauseating swarm of butterflies.

‘Why are you smiling?’

He began to laugh.

‘What are you, crazy?’ I said, incredulous at his reaction. My eye caught the painting again. I stared at the old woman and moved closer. She had green eyes. I hadn’t noticed that. Green eyes. Slowly, her features took shape: the slim nose, the square jaw, so like . . . ‘That’s not her, is it?’ I looked at him but he still had that smile on his face.

Lucien’s cigarette had gone out and he relit it. ‘Rachael really is something.’

‘What do you mean?’ I felt fearful.

‘I am not surprised she would say that.’

My temples began to pulse and I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to hold it together for much longer. ‘What the fuck happened, Lucien? Tell me!’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘She wanted to and I wasn’t interested.’

‘But you painted her portrait!’ I gestured wildly at the painting. ‘She was wearing the shirt you gave her last night. She was in your room! You expect me to believe you? How can I?’ My breathing was erratic. ‘What about me?’

Lucien laughed and smoke gushed out of his mouth. ‘You got what you wanted, non? What you came here for?’ His face became serious. ‘What can I say? Believe me or don’t believe me. It’s not my problem. If I had wanted to sleep with her, I would have. I wanted to sleep with you and so we did.’

I flinched, thinking of the sex we’d had.

‘You know the process.’ He ashed on the floor. ‘I paint what I see. I paint the truth. That is all I care about. That is what I own. Afterwards, when the painting is formed, it’s no longer a part of me, and that is when it’s finished. It belongs to the person who sees it. It becomes whatever it is they see – changing, of course, from one to the next.’

‘But you painted her. This ugly thing. This is the truth, according to you?’

‘As you know, Camille, all art is subjective.’ He walked over to the painting, picked up a brush lying on the palette, and began to trace some shadowy lines down the woman’s arms as if he were stroking her. ‘Come here, come closer. Look at her.’ The fine tip of the brush now caressed her cheeks, adding deeper grooves. ‘See how the paint has built layers? Layer upon layer of depth and life and story.’ He lowered the brush. ‘What do you see, Camille? Rachael?’ He turned to face me. ‘Or, perhaps, yourself?’ He put the brush on the palette, ‘You see what you want to see, Camille.’

I held my arms against my chest. ‘The truth . . .’ I said, staring straight ahead at the white wall, picturing the whorish red lips. I thought of the giant waterlily, with its white petals becoming pink overnight and the young girl who sacrificed herself to be the moon’s lover. It would die in the next couple of days. ‘You could have picked anyone,’ I said, shaking my head and stumbling out the door of his studio.

 

*

I walked across the road to the bridge. Strangers’ voices faded in and then out as they passed by. Muddy-coloured water gushed beneath. I wondered how many people had made the pilgrimage to Paris and stood in this very spot, in awe of her beauty. Was it ever as good as their fantasies? Or had they, too, seen only what they wanted to see?

I gripped the metal railings with my bare hands and somehow did not feel the cold. Did I believe him? Lucien was a lot of things, but he was not a liar. I exhaled a white puff of air. There had been no rape. I believed him when he said he could have slept with her if he had wanted to. And he had not wanted to.

But she had. I’d been careless and blind.

Wolfe had been right all along.

 

*

Rachael was still in bed when I got back to La Roche Guilbeault. I strode right into her room, switched on the light and tore the bedsheet from her. She sat up in shock and the whites of her eyes shone large.

‘You lied to me.’

She blinked, drawing the sheet up over her.

‘Well?’

Her eyes were fierce.

‘Why’d you do it?’

I yanked the sheet from her and she tried to wrestle it back from me.

‘Answer me!’ I yelled. I let go of the sheet and she tumbled backwards on the bed. I stumbled and leant on the dressing table. She curled herself up into a ball, clutching the sheet around her, shielding herself from me.

I waited until I grew calm and when I spoke my voice was deep and even. ‘It’s my fault. I didn’t think . . . Perhaps I was wrong about you after all. Perhaps you don’t have what it takes. It’s one thing to protect ourselves from the wrongdoing of others – it’s another thing to betray me. What were you thinking?’ I looked at her. ‘You can’t be the sole focus of my attention. What will happen when I’m no longer here to pick up the pieces?’ I exhaled. ‘Your impatience and need for instant gratification will be your downfall.’

We stared at each other. I waited for her to say something but her eyes said it all: a trapped animal squirming to find an exit, but she didn’t have one. I walked to the door.

‘You’re so selfish,’ she whispered.

I rolled my eyes and shook my head, bored of this fight already. ‘Yes, yes. That’s right.’

‘I’ll tell Dad,’ she said, spitting the words out. ‘I’ll tell him everything. How you burnt the painting.’

‘I’m not the one who got caught stealing it.’

Her voice fell an octave. ‘How you slept with Lucien.’ Her eyes found mine: bullseye. ‘I’ll tell him all about you. All the lies.’

A rumbling began in my diaphragm. Oh, this was rich. Too bloody rich. ‘You think anyone is going to believe you?’ I walked over to the door. ‘You’re the girl who cried wolf.’


Wolfe

Firecrackers raged inside my head. It had been nearly a week since I’d arrived and I wondered what else had been kicking off at home. Rupert set me up on his laptop and I did a search for Ashley Everett. A number of links to Twitter and Facebook appeared. A link to an article by Pete Archer popped up, entitled: ‘The teacher, the internet and the lynch mob: How an innocent man was forced into hiding.’ He referred to Everett as ‘the teacher’, a ‘banal’ and ‘harmless’ person whose art was ‘less provocative than long division’ and who’d been the ‘innocent victim of a combination of a bored housewife’s revenge fantasy . . .’ (Avery?) ‘. . . and a manipulative sociopath’ (Rachael?). He went on about the responsibility of internet service providers and how it had made journalists of every Tom, Dick and Harry who didn’t know their arse from their elbow, and whom the teacher was now suing for defamation. Not only would the teacher have to find another job, he would have to relocate to a place where no one would know him. Poor bloke. I was sorry. Sorry for it all. What a bloody circus.

I gripped my head, my vision fuzzy. After only five minutes on the internet, my headache had doubled in size. There was so much noise. And then I remembered I could just shut it down. I closed the laptop and went to find Cam.


Camille

I had to get out. I had to cool off. I found myself in the garden heading towards the mural. The plaque had been laid across the gap already. I couldn’t believe we’d interred her ashes here, of all places. She’d have been turning in her grave if we hadn’t cremated her. I knelt on the ground and ran my fingers along the engraved letters – Marguerite Louise Delamotte Morgan 1954–2007 – and then across the painted mural to Lucien’s rose that had grown dull in all the years since it had been commissioned. The tropical vines had partly eroded, showing patches of stone through the paintwork. It would not last. It occurred to me my mother had never seen this mural and yet here she was inside it, a modern bronze rupture in the worn paintwork.

The rain was coming down heavily now, heavier than I had ever seen it in France, more like the torrents back home in Queensland, where the monsoonal rains came down in sails. It pelted and churned the earth so that fresh dark soil rose to the surface and muddy puddles formed among the rotting and dead leaves.

It should have been easy.

Genius. What was genius other than an excuse to shamelessly covet narcissistic adoration – simply a child’s cry for love? An indulgence of the ego? As Wolfe would say: Why did we all have to ‘be’ someone? I couldn’t help it. Something burnt in me. I wanted more. Worse to die without having known it at all; without having blown the balloon to its full capacity, to stretch the ends of it so tight you could see your skin through the slight sheath of plastic. It was a fine balance before it burst and exploded into tiny bits. The crushing moment when that young girl recognises the unremarkable stain of mediocrity. Blazing with the hot shame of failure, emboldened by the desire to succeed, she writes to her estranged grandparents in France with the hope that this sense of ordinariness would be dislodged and the artful talent would flow.

Of course, there was no talent.

Just Rachael . . .

Rachael.

I turned my face up to the bruised sky and closed my eyes, feeling the water massage my skin and soak through my clothes. It ran down my neck and under my shirt, the coldness trickling. I could no longer pretend. What had I created? Was there even a name for this kind of thing? Was it a disease? I thought of Wolfe and felt a tug of fear – if she told him everything, would he believe her? I felt my mouth tighten and my cheeks ache at the irony and a small sound that was neither a laugh nor a cry escaped. It was carried off by the wind, this practical joke, the way history repeated – like mother like daughter. The wind curled around the house and through the trees and I waited for the numbness to come.

I dug my hand into the soil and watched the dirt spray darkly on my white skin. I pushed deeper, thinking of the layers of earth beneath me. I reached the level where the rain had not, where the soil was dry and powdery. It held thin, spidery roots of weeds, grass and, further down, something thicker and gnarly: the old root of a tree, immovable. I could go no further.

The trees beyond the gate. The painted rose. I looked towards the house. The windows were dark. No movement. Then something caught my eye through the pane on the ground floor, the flutter of a curtain. I counted the windows across; it was the drawing room. A hand appeared and then a face. It was my grandfather. He was staring out the window. I saw his bald egg-shaped head and red dressing gown. He raised his hand and rested his palm on the windowpane. It’s me, Grandfather: Camille. I waved at him but he did not wave back. I shivered and blinked and then he wasn’t there at all; it was just a dark window like the rest.


Wolfe

‘Come inside,’ I yelled, running through the garden towards her, but the rain was thick and loud and I don’t think she heard me. She was kneeling in the dirt, mascara running down her cheeks like the mud through hands, her clothes drenched. I tried to pull her up, but she was heavy and seemed dazed.

She blinked up at me. ‘You were right,’ she said. ‘About Rachael.’

I wiped water away from my face; I didn’t know what to say. The fight had been drawn out of me; I had none left and now she was agreeing. I should have felt good. I took her hand.

‘I’ve been so stupid.’ She looked up at me, her tears melting with the rain, and then her head fell to her chest. ‘The teacher . . .’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘Rachael lied to get out of being accused of stealing that painting.’ She raised her eyes. ‘And now she’s made up another story – about Lucien.’

My throat grew tight. I let go of Camille’s hand and stood up, my boots buried under wet leaves. I looked through the gate to the forest beyond, the bare trunks of the silver birch trees shining in the wet.

‘Say something,’ she said, her voice small. ‘Please.’

There was a bitter taste in my mouth. I wanted to say, ‘I told you so.’ I wanted to punch the air and shake her by the shoulders – how could you be so stupid? I wanted to smash the guy’s face in. But I bit my tongue. What was the point? It was all done. She shivered, her chest shuddering with sobs. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her cry – not even when her mother died.

‘You’ll freeze,’ I said and held out my hand. She took it and I pulled her to me. She collapsed onto my chest.

I felt her lips against my neck, against my ear. ‘Why is it all so hard?’ she cried. ‘We were so close.’

I picked her up and cradled her in my arms; she was like a ragdoll, her head flopping. ‘Close to what?’ I asked, but her eyes were shut and she didn’t answer me. I carried her into the house and up the stairs to our room. I pulled her clothes over her head and ran a hot bath. Gently I placed her in it. ‘Don’t worry,’ I said, sponging her with a cloth. ‘I’ll take care of it.’

Afterwards, Camille slipped on a pair of black trousers and a jumper, and faced the mirror, her eyes dull.

‘Wolfe?’ There was a tap on the door. Rachael walked in, still in her pyjamas.

Camille came out of the bathroom.

‘Have a seat,’ I said to Rach.

She looked from me to Cam, her eyes widening and then narrowing. She put a hand on one hip and remained standing. ‘What now?’

A pulse beat in the side of my neck. Camille crossed her arms. ‘Pack your bags, Rach, we’re flying home tomorrow,’ I said.

She stared daggers at us. ‘What?’

My hands formed fists, the knuckles white. Camille remained silent, unblinking, and my chest released with the relief that we were now working together, the way it should have been all along.

Her eyes darted between the two of us. ‘I’m staying here. Francine will have me.’

I shook my head, no.

‘I won’t go!’ she yelled. She pointed at Camille. ‘But it was her!’ she shrieked. ‘It was her idea. All of it. To burn the painting. To hang the teacher. She made me!’

Camille shook her head and I felt a huge wave of fatigue come over me. I held up my palm. ‘Rach –’

But there was no stopping her. ‘She’s been fucking Lucien, too. I bet she didn’t tell you that!’ Rachael’s eyes blazed with rage.

My shoulders stiffened. The clouds broke, a patch of blue through a seam in the grey. A throbbing in my head. This was too much. Slowly, I turned to Camille. Our eyes met. She raised one eyebrow, as if to say, See what I mean?

‘Rach.’ I shook my head in disbelief and exhaustion. ‘No more lies, please. It stops now.’

Rachael’s mouth dropped open, her eye twitching as she stared with hate at Cam and Cam stared boldly back.


Camille

The apartment was bleak when we returned; even the gold trim seemed dull. We were going home. Rachael would clear the teacher’s name and we would send her to a psychologist. I was no longer contracted to Lonsdale. The claimants did not want to sell the painting; it was a stalemate.

I walked through the foyer to Rupert’s study. ‘Rachael?’ I opened the door. She was folding a t-shirt. She placed it into an open suitcase on the bed, where the rest of her clothes were neatly arranged. I tasted acid and swallowed it back. The dim light from a floor lamp cast a shadow across her face. Her hair was pulled back severely in a ponytail. She avoided my eye. She was dressed in black tights and a long black t-shirt and wore the boots Francine had given her. She looked different somehow. The light brought out something else – something so subtle and familiar I had stopped noticing it. She looked just like me. A dark version, but definitely me. I looked at my hand resting on the doorknob, the very hand that had raised her, and then suddenly, out of nowhere, her portrait scalded my memory and I was jarred. Like mother like daughter. It wasn’t her portrait, but ours. Mother and daughter, interchangeable.

‘We’ll be leaving in a few hours. Make sure you strip the bed.’

Deep inside there was a long, heavy ache and even breathing felt like a burden. Maybe one day I would tell Wolfe the truth and he would forgive me. Just as one day I would forgive her.

Rachael’s portfolio was spread open on Rupert’s desk. I wanted to see her work again. Maybe I’d been wrong about her talent. It was hard to swallow the bitterness – everything we had worked for. Success soiled. Genius thwarted. Opportunities missed. I could just cry. I turned over the pages: sketches, photographs of oil paintings, works in progress. But her work was even more brilliant than I had thought. The depth, the textures, the layers of emotion. Already I felt the loss of her success, and the weight of disappointment. The memory of my own. I had failed again. My phone buzzed in my pocket and I let it ring out; it bleeped, announcing a voicemail message.

She ignored me, moving from the cupboard to her suitcase.

‘Why did you do it?’ I asked her.

She finished folding a dress and placed it inside the suitcase. ‘I wanted to punish you.’

Her plain and simple answer came as a shock. But it was true. Yes, she had wanted to hurt me. ‘But why?’ I said meekly. ‘I’ve only ever wanted the best for you.’

She took another item off the hanger and draped it over the rest of the clothes. ‘I’m not your little puppet. It’s my gift – not yours.’

I felt the pressure of tears behind my eyes and didn’t want her to see me cry, so I went into my bedroom to regroup. I took my phone out of my pocket, pressed a few buttons and listened to the message. A window opposite squeaked open. A feather duster shook over the sill, sending clouds of dust into the air.

I wiped my face and went back to the study; Rachael was packing her make-up into her toiletry bag, her long, graceful neck stretching as she reached across the mantelpiece. She really was very striking.


Wolfe

Rupert held out his hand in the hall as I dumped my duffel bag by the front door. I shook it and he slapped me on the shoulder, as was his custom. ‘Well, lovely to meet you, old boy.’

‘Yeah, thanks for looking out for us, mate.’

We stood there grinning at each other, rocking back and forth, heel, toe, heel, toe, our hands under our armpits.

‘Have a safe trip home,’ he said.

‘Yeah, yeah, will do.’

The clock on the hall table chimed two in the afternoon. The door buzzed. Rupert answered the intercom and said something in French. ‘Taxi’s downstairs.’

‘Good. Good.’

I called out, ‘Guys, taxi’s here!’

‘Well, it was good to see you all again.’

‘Yeah . . . thanks.’

‘Why don’t we wait in here – have a last drink? Don’t worry about the taxi.’

I followed Rupert into the salon and he poured us a whisky each. Drops of rain dotted the windows. We clinked glasses. ‘Women, eh?’ he said. ‘Don’t mind taking their time.’

Rupert dipped his hand into a bowl of peanuts, then carried the handful to his mouth and continued talking as he chewed. ‘We were always worried about Camille, you know – didn’t know how she’d turn out. She gave me a bloody heart attack, that girl. Peanut?’ I shook my head, no. ‘God, the lies she spun – we’d had to send her home, it became such a problem. Running around Paris, posing as Francine to flog her art – can you imagine?’

A cold shiver ran through me. ‘What’s that?’ I said, shaking out of my reverie.

‘Nearly cost Francie her reputation. Anyway, I’m glad that’s all been put to rest. Incredible what some people will do for attention, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah . . . yeah . . .’

‘You okay, old boy? You’re as white as a sheet.’

I got up and went to the window. Peering into the street below, I saw the taxi waiting, blocking traffic. I looked at my watch again.

Camille was in the study, but no Rachael. Rachael’s suitcase was open on the bed. Cam took out a dress, unfolded it, and threaded it through a hanger.

My jaw went slack. ‘What are you doing?’

She glanced up, ‘She’ll need something to wear when she goes to art school.’

I grabbed her wrist. ‘Stop doing that.’ I shook the dress out of her hands. ‘Is there something wrong with you? We’re about to catch a plane.’

She pulled her wrist from my grip. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, picking up the dress again. ‘But her future is here.’

‘What about the teacher?’

Her face was blank. ‘It’s already too late.’

Had she lost her mind? I searched her face, her eyes, her mouth, looking for some trace of sanity. Suddenly it all made sense.

So this was what betrayal looked like.

I looked up at her. ‘It was you, wasn’t it? You burnt the painting that day.’

Ignoring me, she pulled a pair of jeans from the suitcase, bent down and placed them in a drawer. When she stood up, she pushed her hair back off her face, wiping her nose with her wrist.

‘I remember the smell in the air, in the garage. Rachael had been with me that morning. We’d been for our first surf since . . . since Clippo.’

She stopped and stared at me, her lips tightening. ‘I had no choice.’

I shook my head. Something happens to you when you realise you’ve been taken for a fool. There’s a coldness that settles over you like a fog and suddenly you just don’t give a fuck anymore.

She took my hand in hers, coming in closer and stroking my cheek, her gaze softening. ‘Why do you have to be like this? Stay. It’ll be like before – perfect.’

I stared at her. I believed her. I really did. She really felt everything she said – she believed her own lies. But I saw her now for who she was: not my wife, not the mother of my child, but a stranger.

The clock in the hall chimed two-thirty.

‘Nothing’s perfect, Cam.’

The old man was right: you couldn’t save anyone. I could barely save myself. I walked into the hall, picked up my bag, shut the door to the apartment, and took the lift downstairs. The taxi was waiting across the road, engine humming, fag hanging out the window. I stepped over a stream of dirty water that ran down the gutter, rain sprinkling my hair and face. I climbed into the back of the cab and shoved my bag over.

‘Et les autres?’ the driver said. ‘And the others?’ he repeated in English.

I shook my head.

He pulled out into the traffic.

I tightened the rope around the top of my bag; it was stiff with old salt and seawater.

The driver stubbed out his cigarette in an ashtray in the console, opened his window, and flicked the butt into the air. He began to natter, eager to speak in English. Something about transport workers protesting. He’d had it up to ‘here’ with all road closures. ‘Today is okay,’ he rambled, ‘but yesterday – no chance. Today we are moving. Lucky. I’ve had enough.’

I nodded, that was true. There was only so much a bloke could take.

‘Lucky for you. You make your plane.’

At the word plane, I physically contracted but then the numbness took over again.

The sky flashed by. Grey. I didn’t look for the sun. I knew it wasn’t there. Not the kind I wanted anyway: the huge blood-red one that hung so low in the sky you thought it was a trick. Salt water in my mouth. Rach, beside me, gunning through a set, beaming like her old man, and me, envious of her youth, hammering it out until our lips became purple. Afterwards, pulling her in for a bear hug, our hearts pounding with blood, hers and mine, in a syncopated quickstep. Blood, salt, water. We’d drive cliff-side back home where Cam’d be waiting. Rolling on in, our bellies empty, our skin covered in goosebumps and salt, our grins wide; she’d smother us in kisses, her perfect waves. Then she’d stop me with her hand on my arm, no need for words, just her golden face and a lazy long smile.

We went through a tunnel. I looked ahead, beyond the windscreen. Cars weaved and beeped, one way. We came out the other end. The broken white lines washing into one. I gripped on to the handle, picturing the car’s metal carcass, the steel bones, a splint for my own, and then later, again, the drone in the sky, moving south, carrying me home.
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