
  [image: image]


  
    Contents


    
      Epigraph

    


    
      The Dry 1996

    


    
      Chapter 1


      A fortnight into Term 1, Dom Best had his routine…

    


    
      Chapter 2


      The bell rang, signalling the end of lunch. Dom was…

    


    
      Chapter 3


      Camille smoothed soft plastic over the spine of a new…

    


    
      Chapter 4


      Dom’s flat was on Riviera Drive. The school had sorted…

    


    
      Chapter 5


      My favourite place to draw is under the boat. It’s…

    


    
      Chapter 6


      Mira was only a casual at the fruit shop but…

    


    
      Chapter 7


      Before bed, I coax the boat story out of my…

    


    
      Chapter 8


      Dom sat in the principal’s office and listened as Malcolm…

    


    
      Chapter 9


      It’s Saturday morning and my father and I are at…

    


    
      Chapter 10


      Dom was on the veranda steps with his head between…

    


    
      Chapter 11


      Dom woke on top of apricot chenille in three worlds…

    


    
      Chapter 12


      The Rotary Club of Morus met at six o’clock every…

    


    
      Chapter 13


      When I get home from school I am surprised to…

    


    
      Chapter 14


      Through the shadowy blur of the propeller I watch the…

    


    
      The Wet 1996

    


    
      Chapter 15


      Camille couldn’t believe how quickly Thursday had come around. This…

    


    
      Chapter 16


      It is Friday afternoon, the last day of term and…

    


    
      Chapter 17


      Just in time for the holidays, down came the rain.

    


    
      Chapter 18


      Gerard Roper sped north along the highway. The rain had…

    


    
      Chapter 19


      Eleanor’s old green Jag glided slowly through the rain like…

    


    
      Chapter 20


      The visitor’s seat in Malcolm’s office was piled high with…

    


    
      Chapter 21


      My parents have said I should take a rest from…

    


    
      Chapter 22


      I’m sitting in a room at school I never even…

    


    
      Chapter 23


      Eleanor set off early for Sinclair’s. They were in the…

    


    
      Chapter 24


      Unopened for days, Dom’s flat was warm and airless. Without…


      
        Spring

      

    


    
      Acknowledgements

    


    
      About the Author

    


    
      Copyright

    

  


  
    

    For my mother, Helen,

    who tells the best stories

  


  
     

    
      Every child is an artist.

      The problem is how to remain an artist

      once we grow up.


      Pablo Picasso

    

  


  
     

    
      

    


    
      My grandfather was murdered. The river did it. That’s the reason you won’t catch me swimming in there and why I have to keep a close eye on it.


      My mother thinks it was an accident. She says Nonno drowned because the floodwaters were too strong and he was a weak swimmer. Besides, she says, murder is a deliberate act of anger or hatred or revenge, and the river doesn’t feel one way or the other but is indifferent like all things in nature. This is what I have to listen to whenever we visit the swimming hole, which is a short walk through the paperbarks at the bottom of our yard. We’re down here most afternoons this hot summer. My mother swims, I keep watch. I don’t like her going in there on her own.


      I climb up on one of the high boulders and pick at the patches of grey and orange lichen while she wades in, her body dissolving like a ghost in the tea-coloured water. Her big bum moons me as she dives under, then she pops up and does some synchronised swimming strokes: fancy freestyle salutes and pointed kicks and seal rolls. To finish she floats on her back, making islands of her boobs and tummy. Her curly hair is an ink spill round her head. She spits water at me like a fountain to prove how nice it is in there and how I’m missing out. There’s nothing to be afraid of, she says.


      She’s wrong. The river has a secret. I know it and Nonno knew it too. And look what happened to him.


      So I’ve been studying the river, doing some investigating, collecting clues. I like collecting. My rock collection fills three shoeboxes now and I have feathers from eight different kinds of birds from the bush around my house. Strips of bark can be interesting, so can seed pods and snake skins and lizard skeletons. My favourites are the hard dribbles of red sap I sometimes find spilling out of trees, devastating insect cities like a lava flow. The little bodies inside are perfectly preserved.


      One thing I’ve noticed is that up in the hills where I live, the Lewis is narrow and fast. It’s noisy where it rushes over the rocks, then it creeps along silently in pools like it’s sneaking up on someone. Down in town, where the land is flat, the river turns fat and slow and green. It ripples its long muscles as it winds its way around Morus in a big loop, as if it wants to squeeze the place and swallow it whole. Snakes can do that — they dislocate their jaws and gulp down animals much bigger than their own heads. I saw one eat an antelope, even its twirly horns, on the TV once. Every now and then when the rain sets in, the river rises up and swallows things: roads and farms, the caravan park, the football field. Last year it grabbed two sheep and spat them out dead on the beach at Port Torft. They were big and bloated like wet woolly balloons. I had to draw them over and over to get them right.


      When I say I have been studying the river, I mean I have been drawing it. Even more than collecting, I like to draw.


      Right now we’re in the middle of a drought and the river has turned to cold coffee with dark scabs along its banks. It is so shallow and full of algae you could almost feel sorry for it, except for the smell. The river smells bad. It’s the breath of all those things it has swallowed — Nonno included — rotting in its stomach. It might be all shallow and pathetic but the river’s breath reminds you that it can’t be trusted. It was a thin and hungry snake that ate that antelope on TV.


      My mother doesn’t understand why I won’t swim with her. She doesn’t understand how I can spend all day drawing, or why I like to be on my own so much. Mum is big — not fat, but forceful and loud and people can’t help noticing her. I’m not like that. I like to take up the smallest possible space, which helps when you’re an investigator. It’s called being inconspicuous. It means you can make your way unseen into places other people can’t. That way you have a better chance of collecting evidence, which is important in cases like this.


      Only with the right evidence can you catch a murderer.

    

  


  
    
       

      THE DRY

      1996

    


    

  


  
     

    
      Chapter 1

    


    
      A fortnight into Term 1, Dom Best had his routine sorted. The ride to work took ten minutes: out of his rented flat at Camelot Mews, left onto Riviera Drive and across the old bridge, dodging rusty bolts the size of golf balls. Then he could either take the first left onto Vernon Street or continue along the highway, as he did this morning, making his way to school through the centre of town to grab some breakfast.


      The bicycle had been unexpected and riding it was a bit of an embarrassment to Dom. The old Corolla he’d inherited from his cousin Ace had delivered him to Morus on the hottest day of the year, but the trip had been too much for it and a day later it had packed it in. Hardly surprising; at twenty-six the car had two years up on him and was held together by bog, and yet Dom couldn’t help feeling peeved. Bloody Ace. Given his pay cheques from the school wouldn’t start for a while and he didn’t want to ask his parents for a loan, there had been no option but to accept the only courtesy vehicle the town mechanic had on hand — a BMX bike his son had outgrown. Not exactly how Dom had pictured himself making an impression as the new teacher on the kids of Morus Primary. It was only marginally better than catching the school bus.


      Since he’d arrived the hot weather had persisted and there hadn’t been so much as a cloudy day. At least it made for good riding conditions and Dom was adjusting to the bike now, beginning to appreciate the little details he would have missed from a car. For a start, he knew all the dogs on his route because they faithfully re-introduced themselves when he pedalled past each day. At the childcare centre he noticed when the window display changed; this morning a batch of brightly painted paper hands waved at him, and at the cottage next door the old lady was out on her lawn again in her pink rubber gloves, squirting poison onto ants’ nests from an ancient plastic container. He passed the football field, where a lone figure was pumping out squats in the far corner while the usual group of black-headed ibis did their rounds like old-time doctors in white frock-coats. Further along, the CWA hall was open already, its doors flung wide to reveal pensioners gathered at wooden trestles drinking cups of tea, since the crack of dawn, most likely. Turning onto High Street, he left them to it.


      Near the shops he slowed, wary of the increasing traffic. Glancing down a side street he noticed that the butcher’s back step was host to a motley crew of mutts, licking their gums and waiting impatiently for the stream of pink water to begin its regular morning trickle across the laneway. He was tempted by the bakery’s warm smell, promising trays of loaves, sponges and the iced treats that lined the bowels of the community. But even Dom couldn’t stomach a custard tart this early. Instead he dumped his bike out the front of the take-away and ordered a bacon and egg roll and while it was cooking he strolled up the street, stopping at a dancing cow painted on the window of the Steak House. He peered in at the darkened tables. A place like this would serve ribs, for sure. Wandering back, he noted that the jewellery shop offered free engraving for purchases over a hundred dollars, even though the information was of no use to him. Across the road the music shop began playing the Rolling Stones at full volume, the sound penetrating from behind closed doors. He couldn’t help giving it a bit of air guitar and when his breakfast was ready, back on the bike, he pedalled to the crunching rhythm of ‘Start Me Up’.


      In the mornings the street outside the school was always chaos, an obstacle course of buses and cars, pedestrians and prams. Dom avoided it by cutting round the back, across the desiccated oval to the bike racks behind the library. He removed his helmet and greeted a few other riders, all children, as they pulled in. He knew quite a lot of names. Pleased with himself, he retrieved the roll from his backpack and scoffed it on his way to the staffroom.


      Any free time the kids had at school was taken up with intense play and Dom liked to watch the different groups in the playground, the way they formed and divided and clustered again like cells in a Petri dish. Some slapped balls to each other in the bright quadrangle, bodies all tendon and muscle, moving square to square efficiently to a set of unspoken rules. Others huddled together in oblongs of shade, a bundle of sharp limbs jutting out beneath blue brimmed hats, absorbed in the inspection of some treasure. Marbles were the current craze and Dom felt an odd, time-bending sensation to see how these small objects captivated the kids. Marbles made him feel old.


      Already the place was growing on him. His expectations had been low at first; new teachers were always assigned to the most unpopular schools. But when he took a look at the tourist brochure the school had included with its letter of welcome, he thought Morus seemed okay. Ignoring the bad graphics and outdated photographs, he’d concentrated instead on the description: Nestled on the banks of the beautiful Lewis River and only twenty minutes from the sea, Morus is a small historical township orbited by rural hamlets, farms and natural forest. His mind had gone skimming up shaded river bends, past quaint old houses, iron-laced pubs and kids fishing off bridges. At his farewell party everyone had offered their condolences and Dom had rolled his eyes too, but quietly he’d been looking forward to the change. He’d never lived in the country, or on a river, or twenty minutes from the sea. Only Ace had said, ‘It doesn’t matter where, Nicky. You’re a teacher now.’ Dom had been grateful. His cousin was a good mate, even though he persisted with the childhood nickname that made him feel about eight years old. Then Ace had said, ‘Now it’s time to get out there and spread your wisdom!’ and laughed long and hard.


      Ace knew the truth of it. Teaching hadn’t exactly been a lifelong calling for Dom, but he had to do something. Working for his father’s window business after high school had never felt right, despite the security it offered and the fact that he got to hang out with his cousin every day. At night, sleep eluding him, aluminium window frames in all their variations would multiply in the darkness around him, a million portals offering the same future: windows, as far as the eye could see. Increasingly, he’d felt out of place among the guys at the factory. He’d made the decision to cash in his savings and travel to Europe. Ace had gone with him but blew all his money in three months and had to come home early. Dom had stuck it out, done bar work to pay his way and returned a year later to more windows. Ace had been happy to see him; Dom fell into a depression. It was his mother who’d suggested teaching.


      For some reason Dom had assumed the course would be easy, but he’d struggled through all the reading, the endless essays and assignments, managing only a couple of shifts at the factory as he scraped in the marks. When he found himself up on stage during the graduation ceremony he could hardly believe he’d made it. He’d stood in the Great Hall waiting to shake the Dean’s hand with all the other figures in black gowns and funny hats and felt absurd — who the hell dressed like that? But when he glanced around to share his embarrassment he’d seen only solemnity and pride in his classmates’ faces.


      Desperately he’d searched the audience until he found them: his mother, father and sister, and his cousin, too, on his day off; out of all of them, only Ace knew just what a slog it had been. They’d looked pleased for him but Dom could tell they felt as out of place as he did. Nobody else in his family had been to university and the grand environment and its protocol were strange.


      Above them all, sunlight streamed through a set of stained-glass windows, illuminating a series of tableaux, historic moments from ceremonies past. Dom wondered how those men had felt when they accepted their swords and crosses and visitations from angels. Had they felt prepared? Deserving? He’d stared at the radiant faces but their lead-light expressions gave nothing away.


      During the photographs his feeling of uncertainty had sharpened, lodging somewhere below his ribs. It nicked him whenever he thought of the school he would soon enter, whenever he tried to imagine his colleagues; his classroom; his students. Back home after the ceremony, robes returned to the hire place, he’d slipped the crimson ribbon from around his degree, unrolled it and stared at his name. He was a teacher. Here was an important-looking certificate to prove it. After a while he rolled it back up again, wondering how long it would be before he felt like one.


      And then the day had come. He’d packed everything into the Corolla and headed north, nervous but looking forward to arriving in a lush little country town. Along the route, though, everything was bone dry — the bush surviving in its scrappy way but the dams mostly empty, bottoms cracked; cows and horses clumped together under lone trees, noses down; creek beds bare and crumbling. In one stretch of national park a bushfire had broken out and for a while Dom drove along beside it, smoke swirling into the open windows, causing his heart to thump in rising panic. Instinct had urged him to flee, to seek out water, and the fear only subsided once the smouldering embers were far behind him.


      After seven sweaty hours driving he saw the sign for Morus, and beside it a government notice announcing the new bypass: Phase One Commencing November 1995 — A State and Federal Initiative. That explained the diggers gorging on the roadside and the line of concrete pipes trailing into the distance. Soon a dual carriageway would ram right through the forest, but now it was just a raw strip of orange dust with two giant steamrollers busily placating it.


      The highway veered west and for a few kilometres he’d travelled through low, cardboard-coloured hills. It felt good to be out of monotonous forest and into farmland again. Dom had let his eyes wander across the open landscape all the way to the horizon and then he’d leaned forward, staring. Was that a storm front rolling in? He’d felt a rush of relief, imagining the change an afternoon storm would bring, until he realised it wasn’t clouds at all, just a distant blue mountain range billowy in the haze. He’d rubbed his eyes. The heat was starting to mess with his head.


      Orchards of polka dot green appeared, and a few houses. A minute later the road took him down into a patch of trees and then out onto a high bridge. Iron struts and refracted sunlight flickered. He looked down. There it was, the Lewis. Even though he’d been longing for water, Dom couldn’t help feeling disappointed. The river and its township looked smaller and browner than he’d imagined. Nobody was swimming or fishing that he could see. There were certainly no waterskiers. In a few seconds he was across the bridge and down into a line of cheap motor inns jostling each other for attention. Who the hell stayed in these places? he wondered. Secret lovers? Travelling salesmen? He found it hard to imagine there were that many salesmen plying their wares up and down the state.


      The town had obviously seen better days, but there was still something pretty about Morus, Dom decided. It was the trees that did it — not the gum trees, the other type that were growing everywhere. Outside the supermarket, he pulled in under the shade of one and bright green leaves hit the windscreen like a splash of water. He opened the door and climbed out, stretching. Here at last was something vigorous, something that hinted at cool shade, damp soil, fresh water running deep. He picked a leaf, large and heart shaped, bigger than his hand. It crackled slightly in his fingers and felt bristly. Studying the crinkly edge and the puckering around its veins, he half recognised it. He wasn’t an expert but he knew the difference between a gum and a pine tree. He could spot a palm. Camphor laurels he knew because there had been one in his backyard when he was a kid; they’d had to cut it down because it was releasing some kind of poison into the soil that stopped anything else from growing. He remembered sitting on the back steps with Ace the weekend his father and uncle dismantled the old tree bit by bit with the chainsaw, inhaling the pungent fumes and watching in morbid fascination as the thick trunk and branches were cut up until nothing remained but sawdust and scattered leaves. There was something satisfying about it. But when he woke the next morning and looked out the window he saw that it wasn’t his yard anymore. It seemed foreign and empty. He’d felt the loss.


      He looked at the leaf in his hand and squinted down the street. Whatever these trees were, Morus was full of them. They stood weeping in front yards and vacant lots. They invaded the median strips, roots bursting through concrete. He’d noticed some gigantic ones down along the riverbank, too, and lucky someone had planted them, otherwise the place would have been a bit of a hole.


      After the aimless drift of years at the factory and all that stumbling around Europe and the Middle East whacked by too much grand history, this was the place he’d ended up. Walking through the school grounds now he took it all in: brick and tin, weatherboard and woodchip, cladding, glass, asphalt and garden beds. Impossible to forecast a future from such a jumble but Morus was where he was meant to be. Dom felt certain of it.


      It was a surprise how much he was enjoying the job, especially when he thought back to some of his early conversations at uni. There’d been so many girls in his course; he’d dated a few and they all seemed to have the same reason for being there. ‘I just love kids,’ they’d gush. ‘I’ve always wanted to give something back, make a difference. What about you?’


      At first Dom could only smile awkwardly in response. He hadn’t felt that way at all. His silence didn’t put them off, though; these were confident girls and determined. Plus, given their numbers, he was at a distinct statistical advantage. Eventually, they’d press him for an answer. ‘So, why do you want to be a teacher?’


      Still Dom had found it hard to know what to say. I had the marks didn’t go down so well. He learned it was easier to say he loved kids too and it had been like stumbling onto the magic words because usually girls insisted on sleeping with him after that. None of those relationships had lasted; the women he’d met were all goal oriented but immature, assuming that because he was older he’d be cashed up. His lack of money and ambition had made them lose interest pretty quickly but he hadn’t really minded. Everyone had been up for a good time at university and Dom had made the most of it, which no doubt contributed to his shabby grades.


      High school or primary had been the other hot topic at the uni bar. ‘There’s no way I could do high school,’ someone would start. ‘Way too many hormones. Once was enough!’ Then somebody else would chime in, ‘Primary’s just babysitting, don’t you reckon, Dom? Where’s the challenge?’


      They always assumed wrong; primary had been his preference from the beginning. It was a time in his own life he thought of fondly, the last frontier of dreams and wonder, unsullied by the quagmire of puberty; he remembered primary school as a sheltered place of innocence from which he had begun to explore safely the complexity of the world. Of course his first prac teaching had destroyed all that. It was in a suburb further west and rougher than where he’d grown up. There was no landscaping, no carpet, no equipment, not even a friendly noticeboard. He was in tears the first day, cowering alone in the staff toilet, and didn’t think he’d last a week. Up until then he’d had no idea what he’d got himself into and the weight of responsibility had struck him like a punch. It was up to him to make things better, to care enough. This is what making a difference meant, it was this hard. The kids weren’t what he’d been expecting at all. They were smarter than he ever was at their age, more sophisticated, more opinionated, far more demanding. He was especially unprepared for their lack of enthusiasm; they were all so disengaged and world weary, nonchalant as cats, expecting everything to be delivered on a plate. Their adult cynicism shocked him, he’d found it intimidating, but for the first time he’d felt truly interested in the job. That was when he’d made a decision: I’m going to motivate you brats. Determined to surprise them, his aim was to inspire at least a glimmer of childhood wonderment. He’d felt it was gold worth fossicking for, and by the end of his month there he’d glimpsed enough well-disguised naïvety and disarming good humour to want to keep at it.


      Now, at the front office, he waved a quick hello to Jean Mackey. She glanced at him over her glasses but was thankfully preoccupied, talking into her headset in her Phone Voice. From day one, Jean had taken him under her ample wing but her mothering was starting to get on his nerves. He hurried on to his pigeonhole, where he found a warning about head lice and a memo calling for volunteers for T-ball coaching. There was also a note in Jean’s brisk cursive. As he read it, his breakfast formed a greasy lump in his stomach.


      It was a phone message from Mira Lepido, Novi’s mother. It said she and her husband wanted to see him. She asked if Dom would call her back as soon as he could.


      


      It isn’t easy being inconspicuous in a small town with a name like Novi. Being named after a caterpillar is weird, especially a silkworm. Silkworms are pale and fat and it only takes one look at me to see I’m scrawny as anything, with olive skin and hair as black as a koel’s feathers. Just like my mother, except for the scrawny part. I’ve been like this my whole life; I checked the baby photos. I was never a peachy kid with chubby knees and dimples, so it’s no wonder everyone thinks my parents are loons.


      If I’d been born in some other country, where people get rich from making silk, my name would probably be fine. In Italy or China or Japan I could introduce myself and everyone would smile and nod and I’d fit right in. I wouldn’t stick out at all and I’d grow up to be one of the world’s best investigators. But I wasn’t born in any of those exotic places. I was born in Australia, where you only learn about silkworms from a shoebox experiment under the bed. Here, silkworms are like tadpoles — kids’ stuff.


      The Novi silkworm is the smallest kind but spins the strongest thread. It’s the most valuable of all, according to my mother, and she knows about these things because her grandfather was one of the first sericulturists in Australia. He came out from Italy and lost all his money trying to convince everyone silk was the way of the future here. When I was born I was tiny, nothing but a sultana by the sounds of it, and everyone was worried. My mother didn’t want to push me out. She was scared because of the others who came before me, my brothers who were born too early and didn’t survive. But she was no match for me. I was small but I was strong. Small and strong and valuable, that’s why she named me Novi.


      Who has time to listen to that explanation, though?


      I’m still the shortest in my class, Year 6 this year. Nobody knows why I haven’t grown properly. I think it’s because my mother takes up all the space and is impossible to compete with. She blasts outwards in a sort of explosion. It makes me curl inwards. The only exploding I do is in my drawings, but I have no control over that.


      Mum loves to see my drawings. Sometimes I don’t show her, though. The ones I am working on at the moment I won’t show anyone because they are not-nice pictures and nobody will like them. This has happened before. I’ve drawn things at school that people didn’t like and it got me into trouble.


      The problem is I can’t help it. I don’t plan what comes out on the page and I don’t draw to create a pretty scene for people to admire. So my latest pictures of the river, the ones with Nonno, I have hidden for the moment. I want to study them in silence on my own. It’s important I further my investigations in peace.


      The picture of my teacher started it. That was last year, Year 5, when I had MrVan Gestel. He was up the front going on about fractions or something and I didn’t even realise I was drawing him until the others at my table started giggling. MrVan Gestel stopped talking then. He came walking over in that slow, knees-first way and stood right behind me. From the way everyone went quiet I could tell he didn’t think my picture was any good, even though I thought it looked just like him. Somehow I’d captured how his head was actually square and his hair stood up more at the sides than on the top because it was so thin up there, and the way he always did his belt up so tight that his belly squeezed over the top. I could never figure out why he didn’t just buy a bigger belt. He was angry all right. He confiscated my drawing and I got a strike and a note was sent home. My mother didn’t like MrVan Gestel, but she was embarrassed by the picture. She told me it wasn’t very nice to draw people like that. The kids in my class liked it, though, and from then on it didn’t matter that I didn’t say much at school. I could draw.


      Then last week we started our project on settlers and MrBest taught us about timelines. We were supposed to draw a timeline showing historical events in our town. Everyone measured straight lines along the bottom of their cardboard with sections ruled off and dates slotted in, two or three pictures at the most. That was the right way to do it.


      I drew the river. I drew it snaking around with everything I knew about Morus sprouting up from its banks, stories my mother told me about Aborigines and loggers and whalers and farmers and silk growers and winemakers. But my timeline was bad. Now I know there’s a right way to draw and a wrong way and that there are things people don’t want to see in a picture.


      Everyone said I drew the massacre on purpose, for the shock value. Their parents said my mum probably encouraged me to do it. But all I did was look up some books on the Lewis and there it was under its own heading, ‘The Massacre at Riley Creek’. It happened where the strawberry farm is now, a fight between some settlers and Aborigines over land. The settlers wanted it and the Aborigines wouldn’t go. A cow was speared and the Aborigines were hunted down in revenge. I didn’t make it up, I just drew it. But some of the parents protested. The school decided my timeline was inappropriate and MrBest had to take it off the wall.


      That set my mother right off. She said it was ridiculous, that people were in denial and the school had overreacted. But I could tell she was worried. She hovered around watching me and trying to catch me in casual little chats to find out if I was disturbed. I don’t like it when she’s like that. It’s better when she’s going full throttle and I know what I’m up against.


      Dad had a totally different reaction. He went to the library to check out my story and then got sidetracked by a book he found on Edmund Torft, who the port’s named after. Now he’s obsessed with reading stories about Edmund Torft and has forgotten my timeline altogether.


      I pretended it didn’t matter that my project was taken down. I just wanted the whole thing to be forgotten so I could try to get back to being inconspicuous.


      From now on I have to be careful about what I draw. And if I can’t help what I draw, then I have to be careful who I show my drawings to.


      Not everyone wants to see the truth.


      


      The only thing Mira Lepido hated more than ticks was birdshit. Birdshit on her washing. It sent her into a fury.


      Ticks, at least, were extractable. After years of practice she could remove them deftly from Novi’s head, from Varmint the cat’s thick fur, from the hairy crater of George’s bellybutton after an afternoon with the whipper-snipper. But mulberry stains were a different story. Once mulberry birdshit found its way onto a nice white sheet or towel or cotton shirt, then that was it. Grey and ghostly and fixed forever.


      It was early Tuesday morning at the clothesline. She could smell smoke in the air; they must be burning off somewhere. It was another cloudless day and already the sun was fierce, biting the back of her neck as she pegged out a load of whites before work. She took pleasure in the heat, knowing that by the afternoon the sheets would be crisp and infused with the scent of the garden. She would put them on the beds and they would have delicious dreams all week.


      Her glistening dark hair grew hot and her scalp was burning at the part but she endured the discomfort as she searched the branches of the nearby pepper tree. Most of the mulberry varieties had finished fruiting but some in the shaded gullies were late producers and she didn’t trust the birds. After a few moments she nodded with satisfaction at the empty tree and reached for the peg basket, free to contemplate the subject of ticks without distraction.


      Rummaging through pieces of bleached plastic she tried to pinpoint exactly what it was that made ticks so detestable. It wasn’t so much their stubby bodies or their miniature scratching legs or even their hideously disproportionate heads, although all of those features gave her the shivers. It was the burrowing that repulsed her, their determination to penetrate their host. Eyes narrowed, she peered into the grass at the foot of the Hills hoist, certain she’d uncover one in its hiding place. But there was only Varmint, chewing on a green blade. She slapped at a strand of hair tickling her neck. In the hot morning sun her skin prickled as if traversed by tiny creeping legs.


      It was all that burrowing that made the little devils so hard to remove. No matter how carefully she plied her tweezers and olive oil, their faceless little heads could still break off and continue without their bodies. A headless body, digging into flesh: disgusting! She shuddered in the heat, an oddly pleasant sensation. Reaching for a pair of socks, she watched the hairs on her forearms quiver.


      All around her the garden was silent. There were no birds to be heard at all. Mira assumed they must have got their squawking out of the way at dawn and were now sheltering from the heat somewhere, cursing their feathers. She listened for a muffled chirp or coo, but detected only prickly, insect noises. Perhaps a storm was coming?


      Eyes closed she inhaled deeply, hoping for a hint of autumn. She swallowed and tried to divine a change in the air: a cool current, a blast from the Tasman, a fresh breeze from the mountains. Only wood smoke and melaleuca, sour river and lilies.


      The lilies were everywhere, growing like weeds throughout the garden, their shaggy necks straining with their heavy load of white bells. For months she had watched them inch upwards at an unbearably slow rate as they ripened their long buds for what seemed an eternity, hesitant in making their debut, and then all at once bursting open, exposing their deep, mauve-streaked throats to parks and paddocks, in ditches and along roadsides, revealing their secrets to all and sundry. After such a demure build-up, Mira always thought this climax astonishingly explicit. Now their pungent, fruity fragrance hung in the air, filling her head with its sweet fog. Early in the season she had picked an enormous bunch for the bedroom, but in the middle of the night had tossed it out the window; the perfume was so cloying it was impossible to sleep.


      A faint breeze stirred the branches of the pepper tree. The mulberry nodded a slight response. A good drying day, at least. She pegged knickers and bras, saw underwire cutting through lace, made a promise to hand-wash her delicates in future, knew she wouldn’t keep it.


      It had been the hottest summer Mira could remember, a summer of crisp laundry and lilies. And ticks. In the past she would have sprayed for them, they used to spray for everything on the farm, but not anymore, not since Novi. He was too precious to expose to those poisons. Just yesterday, though, she had found two ticks on his scalp; he’d been down by the boat again in the paspalum. Vigorous stuff, full of snakes no doubt, but she couldn’t keep him out of it. Every afternoon he would creep down there when she wasn’t looking, drawn to the boat like a magnet. In the end she compromised, insisting he tramp his feet loudly to let any snakes know he was coming, so they wouldn’t strike him out of surprise.


      All through the holidays he’d been camped down there, coming up to the house only if summoned, or when night fell. Set up on the rug in the shade with his pencils strewn around him, his dark head bent in concentration, his pointy brown elbow raised like a wing, his little hand flitting over the paper as quiet as a whisper. His pictures had emerged at an astonishing rate: leaves and insects, birds and boulders. He drew the river obsessively and in all sorts of colours. Sometimes his drawings followed people as they went about their business in town, shopping for supplies at Sinclair’s, enduring a terrible coffee at Fifi’s or scudding lawn bowls across the greens. The faces were always recognisable and she was amazed by his ability to capture an individual’s features so simply. She was also filled with pride whenever she came across a picture of herself; she was usually in there somewhere, bent over in the vegetable plot or picking fruit in the orchard. Sometimes she appeared as a central figure, sometimes just a hint in the background, but at the end of each day as she looked over Novi’s work at the dinner table she was delighted whenever she spied a messy black ponytail high among the branches of a mulberry tree or a flash of a generous bare bum duck-diving in the river.


      It appealed to an old longing: ever since she was a teenager desperate for romance, Mira had dreamed of being an artist’s muse. Muses were always curvaceous, and to her best friend, Diana, she had vowed, ‘I will marry a painter and spend my days reclining on plump velvet lounges in high-ceilinged studios, draped in silk scarves and shafts of hazy sunlight while my husband, who of course will be wearing a beret and loose shirt and worn leather slippers, inflamed by my feminine radiance, will create masterpiece after masterpiece, slashing wildly at giant canvases until he can’t stand it anymore and breaks down weeping at the sheer divinity of my beauty while I meditate on all the stupid boring boys who spurned me in my early life.’ At this, Diana would sigh and say she’d like to be a muse too, or a marine biologist.


      As it turned out, Mira married George Lepido, not an artist but a passionate man nonetheless, and prone to weeping; a man of humble farming origins who once spent a summer on his uncle’s boat and had been obsessed with building his own ever since. It was a small wedding and Diana was her only bridesmaid but Mira hadn’t seen her in years; she lived in San Diego now, studying dolphins.


      In one of Diana’s early letters from the States she’d written, ‘You can come and visit when George finishes the boat — we’re right on the water here!’ That was before Novi was born. If Mira thought about it too much she got depressed and then she had to give herself a stern talking-to, reminding herself of all the good things she had. Novi was an artist. In the end she hadn’t married one, but made her own.


      Struggling with a fitted sheet she thought about the school project he’d brought home the other day. It was a beautiful timeline, no doubt a hundred times more imaginative than any of the others! She pegged the sheet to the line with little violent jabs. It made her blood boil to think that new teacher had taken it down! But she’d go and sort it out this week. She was resolved. On the whole, Morus Primary was a good little school but if this new guy was as hopeless as the last one she’d insist Novi be moved. In less than twelve months he’d be off to high school and it wouldn’t do for him to become any more withdrawn. He had to be encouraged out of his shell and that certainly wasn’t going to happen with some buffoon of a teacher who didn’t understand him properly.


      Mira let out a sigh. As proud as she was of Novi’s creativity, she had to admit she worried about him. He was so absorbed in his drawings lately. All those long hours spent alone as though consumed by a fever; his poor friend Hughie had to pester him to play. Maybe it was just the start of adolescence? Gathering up a handful of his underpants she marvelled at how quickly he was growing up, and yet he was still so tiny! Pegging them out, she felt her stomach flip over and prayed that this would be the year he had his growth spurt.


      Novi looked much younger than eleven. His school cap swallowed his head; he had to pull the Velcro band at the back as tight as it would go and it left a stiff blue tail sticking out behind him. Likewise, his backpack seemed enormous, hanging down past his bottom with his brown legs poking out beneath like a couple of twigs. Mira thought her heart would break if she had to watch him trudge off to school for another year, threatening to collapse under the weight of it. From the day he was born he’d never grown as he should and she’d always been concerned about his health.


      Even his birth had been extraordinary. When at last she’d surrendered to the contractions and pushed Novi into the world, the midwife’s loud gasp had struck her with fear. Mira knew of babies born with problems: cleft lips, cleft palates, reproductive deformities. Their mothers had suffered miscarriages like she had. When George burst into tears she went stiff with dread until she heard him bawl, ‘It’s a boy, my love! A perfect little boy!’ The midwife handed him over and they’d laughed and cried together at the miracle. The doctor arrived in a flurry of self-importance to scrutinise Novi’s genitals before proclaiming that indeed it was true: they had a son and he was underweight. Nurses came from across the ward to witness the spectacle. It wasn’t every day a boy was born in Morus, the town with the highest ratio of female to male births in the entire state.


      Since then she’d been forever making him delicious meals and fancy snacks in an attempt to fatten him up. The result was that Novi remained small while she and George grew at an alarming rate, developing padding in places they’d assumed would always be trim and youthful. George referred to his belly as their second child — it was solid and demanding and preceded him everywhere; in bed at night it looked like a pale mountain covered in a dark, wispy wood.


      By the time Novi was five he was complaining of headaches. Strange pains in his joints woke him at night. The doctor wasn’t sure what the problem was. ‘Perhaps just growing pains?’ he ventured. He put Novi on the scales, felt his glands, took his blood pressure. ‘He’s still in the bottom percentile for height and weight. It might be thyroid related. Let’s do some tests to make sure.’


      Tests! Mira was terrified. Memories from her childhood returned to haunt her, the thrill of the neighbour’s crop duster flying low, running out into the pale drift to feel it settle on her skin and behold in wonder her ordinary backyard transformed into the misty landscape of a storybook. She remembered helping her father treat the grapes for rot and the mulberries for speckle and borers. In the early years of her market garden business everyone used broad-spectrum sprays before it was understood how they built up in the soil, how they built up in people.


      What had she done to her little boy?


      She felt she’d go mad in the weeks it took for the results to come back. In an attempt to take her mind off things she set herself the task of cooking every recipe in her late father’s favourite cookbook, the Italian one he’d bought on a trip to the ancestral village years ago when he met her mother. The cover was falling apart and the pages were yellowing and spattered with tomato and olive oil, but it was such a strong reminder of Umberto. She liked to flick through it on the days she missed him most, instantly sensing him in the kitchen with her, urging her to be gentle with the garlic, to add more oil, to be less uniform with the vegetables. Just chop, don’t measure!


      On the day the tests were due back she was up to page 12: Faraone all’Uva ed Olive. But at the butcher’s, her man Frank shook his head. ‘Guinea fowl? None in stock, Mira, sorry. Not much demand, see. I can order them in, but it’ll take a week.’


      It was a bad sign. Overwhelmed with worry, exhaustion and repressed Italian superstition she broke down there and then, sliding to the floor and sobbing her heart out on the cold, scrubbed tiles. Frank — a burly man who prided himself on his ability to bring smiles to the faces of his female customers — had been horrified. He rushed around the counter and gathered her up, pressed half a kilo of free sausages into her hands and murmured, ‘Now, now. She’ll be right. Leave it with me, love.’ Mira didn’t find out until months later that he’d resorted to trading half a side of lamb for some of his neighbour’s beloved doves, which he’d plucked himself.


      When at last the phone call came she clutched the handset and prepared herself for the worst. ‘The tests are inconclusive,’ the doctor reported. ‘His thyroid’s fine. Just growing pains, it seems.’


      On hearing this, Mira’s anxiety slunk back to its hiding place. She and George danced around the kitchen with little Novi pinned between them in a love sandwich. Then they wiped their eyes, blew their noses and celebrated with a double serving each of zabaione.


      Coming to the last of the sheets, Mira heard the koel strike up its morning call. She turned to squint towards the top of the mulberry tree. As if on cue a flock of lorikeets came charging through the orchard, then some noisy miners arrived to berate Varmint, lazily scratching her claws on the trunk of the turpentine. The cat flung them a couple of insults before slinking off.


      The last of the early morning haze had burned away into a bright blue sky. In the gathering heat the cicadas began to throb and echo in one voice, like the hiss and gulp of ocean waves. Mira turned back to collect the washing basket but first took a moment to admire her sheets, radiant and already half dry. And that’s when she saw them, like a set of evil eyes: two fresh dark splotches flashing at her.


      She couldn’t believe it. From that dark place deep inside her, where all her worry and guilt and grief stewed, came an eruption. Up it shot, seeking release. She lunged at the basket and flung it with all her might into the tree. It bounced against the branches. The birds fled in terror.


      Pegs snapped. Bras and underpants jumped. With the mulberry-soiled sheets bunched in her arms, she stormed off towards the laundry, straight for a tub of bleach.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 2

    


    
      The bell rang, signalling the end of lunch. Dom was heading back to his classroom from playground duty when he was hailed by Warwick Van Gestel, who took Year 5, on his way to the oval for cricket practice.


      ‘Those crazy Lepidos after you already, eh?’


      No secrets in this place, then.


      Warwick barked some orders at the straggly group of kids lugging equipment, got them throwing balls to each other. Then, with hands plunged deep in the pockets of his shorts, he strolled over.


      ‘The mother’s the one who wears the pants in that family,’ he began, squinting up at the balls making wobbly arcs against the sky. ‘She’s the one you’ve got to get onside. George is a bit of a hopeless character, nothing to fear from him.’ His eyes flickered. ‘Come on, Crawford! Eye on the ball, girl!’


      He shifted his belt under the eave of his paunch. ‘I had Novi last year. Bloody painful, those parents. Don’t know when to butt out.’ He scratched at a freckled forearm, raking white lines. ‘They think the kid’s a genius, of course.’ He broke off. ‘Hey! Shorter! Stop throwing like a girl. Eh? I don’t care if you are one, smartypants, I don’t want to see you throwing like that on my cricket team. Jesus.’ He gave Dom a what-can-you-do look. ‘Anyway, all I can say is good luck trying to improve his handwriting. Typical left-hander, shocking scrawl. I tried to do something about it but the mother kicked up a stink. Reckoned I was stifling his creativity or some such bullshit. All he does is doodle all day, hopeless attention span.’ He gave an exasperated cough and pulled his socks back up to his chalky knees. ‘Kid needs discipline — crikey, Schmidt! How many times have I told you, you’ve got to get under the ball? Well, of course you’ll hurt your fingers if you snatch at it like that. Get under it next time.’


      The girl was snivelling. Warwick sighed. ‘Off you go to MrsMackey, then.’ He shook his head as he turned his attention back to Dom. ‘You better get going. Good luck, mate. You’ll need it!’


      He strode off towards the team, his voice bellowing after Dom as he made his way to the classrooms. ‘Come on then, you lot, twice round the oval! What’s that, Singh? Well, if you forgot your sneakers you’ll just have to run in your school shoes, won’t you! Quick smart …’


      The encounter had set Dom’s nerves on edge. For the rest of the day he couldn’t stop going over the incident with Novi’s timeline and how badly he’d handled it. Personally, he thought it was a fantastic effort, even though it wasn’t to scale or set out exactly the way he’d instructed.


      Instead it was a kind of map of the river, looping back and forward across the paper on a journey through time. At the top, Novi had drawn a camp of Aboriginals dancing around a fire in the hills. Further along, some white men in the forest were cutting down giant trees with hand-held saws and from here the river wound back to follow a team of bullocks down to the harbour, where logs lay in the foam to be loaded onto ships. The river looped again, this time through farmland where settlers and Aboriginals waged war, then up into town along High Street — Dom saw the butcher shop, drapery and general store, buildings he’d ridden past every day without realising how old they were. On it flowed, past orchards and vineyards until a string of red-brick houses sprang up like toadstools in the bottom right-hand corner of the page. The whole thing suddenly came to an end because Novi had run out of cardboard.


      Dom had been delighted with it and he’d praised Novi in class for his originality. But then a complaint came through to the principal, Malcolm Donaldson. All the senior teachers had waded in to debate what was right and wrong and potentially damaging to young minds; apparently you couldn’t have a massacre in a timeline, even if it was historically accurate. Dom had felt out of his depth. He wanted to defend the work but he assumed the others knew what they were on about. Anyway, the boy had seemed all right about him taking it down. It was almost as though he’d expected it and Dom had felt relieved. But now he realised he should have taken the time to better explain the decision — only he still didn’t understand it himself. Deep down, Dom suspected that at this stage it was probably best not to admit to all the things he didn’t understand.


      By the time the last bell rang, his head was throbbing and his throat was so dry he could barely swallow. Ducking up to the empty staffroom he took a couple of Panadol and tried to collect himself before the Lepidos arrived. He made a strong coffee, stirred in two sugars and took a sip. Ugh. The coffee was awful. So was the mug: government-supplied, too small to hold a decent volume and smothered in an ugly brown glaze. But he couldn’t come at the others sitting in the cupboard, the ones with quirky sayings and cartoon figures looking stressed. He couldn’t imagine owning a mug that said Old teachers never die, they just lose their class. They belonged to other people, older teachers like Warwick who’d been striding through corridors and classrooms for years. He suspected people like that were born fully grown, with a genetic tolerance for International Roast, their massive calves launching them from the womb into a lifetime of pastel polo shirts.


      On the long Formica table were a couple of metal platters strewn with leftover sandwiches. Dom peeled back the plastic wrap and lifted the tops off a few triangles to see what was in them: mostly egg, by the look of it, with a yellow frill of lettuce. In the quiet room his stomach squeaked in complaint; the combination of nerves and instant coffee was making him feel sick and he knew he should try to get one of those limp-looking sandwiches down. He assumed it was Jean Mackey who’d left them out for him; she was the one who made sure he knew how to operate the temperamental urn, who urged him towards the best biscuits from the box of assorted creams and offered unsolicited gossip about students and their families. Not much escaped her eagle eye. At recess today she had pounced from the kitchen sink with a sponge to mop at some coffee he’d spilled on his shirt and Dom had submitted meekly, afraid she might spit on a tissue and start on the corners of his mouth. Her massive floral breast exerted itself while she dabbed and chattered, telling him about her son, Mick, who was a good-hearted boy, not much older than Dom, and still living at home. ‘Mick has trouble with food, too. It’s a dental problem, just too many teeth for his poor mouth. That’s probably why the girls haven’t given him a chance yet. Still, I love having him at home. It’s useful to have someone to defrost the chops for tea and bring the washing in if it looks like rain. Given that Phil is useless around the house, can’t even boil an egg! No, Phil and I aren’t like some who push their little ones out of the nest too soon. Mick pays a bit of board and it works out best for all of us.’ She paused to study Dom’s jawline. ‘When’s the last time you had your teeth checked, Dom?’


      He couldn’t tell Jean that the reason he’d spilled the coffee was because he’d been distracted. Camille Morrison had distracted him, Camille from the library. When they were first introduced she hadn’t made much of an impression: skinny, pale-blonde hair, eyebrows so light they almost disappeared. Older. She was quiet that first day, wilting in the corner of the staffroom, eclipsed by the robustness of Jean Mackey and the rest of them. Dom decided she was like some pale exotic plant sown in the wrong climate, silently struggling not to incinerate. Then he forgot her.


      So this morning in the library he’d been surprised to realise how attractive she was. First she’d walloped him with her blue eyes — it must have been the first time she’d actually looked straight at him. She had kind of an awkward manner but he’d noticed the strength in her body, the way her pale biceps flexed as she stamped the pile of new borrowing cards, the way she moved with athletic poise as she guided him around the shelves and ran him through the school’s reference section. When he made a joke she laughed, not in the feathery, fluttery way he might have imagined, but deeply, unselfconsciously. Camille Morrison had a dirty laugh.


      Back at the front desk, she’d asked him who his favourite authors were. Her gaze was so sharp that for a moment he was paralysed and couldn’t think. He spotted a paperback, obviously hers, on her desk. ‘I’ve read that!’ he cried like an idiot. He was rewarded with a look the colour of holidays. Then she charged into a complicated analysis of the book’s strengths and weaknesses and there in the muted environment of the library, her voice hushed and close, her eyes endless and her blouse revealing a hint of sun-freckled collarbone, he’d found it hard enough remembering the title of the novel, let alone its themes and historical context; all he could do was smile and nod and wish he’d taken the literature option at university. At last she’d stumbled to a halt, as if embarrassed. He’d stared at her, imagined running his hand over her shoulder, resting his thumb at that creamy collarbone to feel its ridge and indentation. Then she half turned to a nearby table, where she began straightening some magazines, and the conversation was apparently over.


      Dom had left the library feeling dazed. He’d wandered up to the staffroom for morning tea, overfilled his coffee cup and slopped it at the first sip. When Jean had finally finished cleaning him up she’d looked at him with concern.


      ‘Feeling all right, love?’


      Dom had nodded, still trying to figure out what had transpired in the library. Jean’s curiosity was piqued. She’d edged him towards the biscuit tin, a heat-seeking missile for gossip. After a moment when he still hadn’t spoken, she enquired casually, ‘You got that message from Mira Lepido?’


      ‘Yes. Thanks.’


      She waited.


      ‘I’m seeing them this afternoon.’


      ‘Ah!’ She tried to keep her expression neutral. ‘Interesting family, that one. Always something on the back burner.’


      Dom knew the drill by now. Jean would make a token attempt at discretion, but she couldn’t hold back for long.


      ‘That Novi’s a sweet little thing,’ she said at last. ‘Mira’s a bit mad, though. Bit alternate. Did you know she named him after a worm?’ She shook her head. Then she launched.


      The Lepido family, she informed Dom, lived hand to mouth in a rundown old property they couldn’t buy because the bank kept refusing them the loan. George was always chasing some new project that never seemed to take off while Mira supported them all selling produce she grew in her garden. She’d been raised in tragic circumstances: abandoned by her mother as a child, her father struggling in debt until the day he died — drowned in the big flood of 1990. There was a rumour of drugs.


      Jean reported all this in a voice of hushed gravity but Dom caught the tone of smug disapproval. He could tell she thought the couple deserved the life they had, that if they simply knuckled down instead of always being swept along on flights of fancy they might improve their lot and give their son a better future. Part of him agreed; Dom’s father had drummed the importance of financial security into him until it became an ember in the pit of his stomach, flaring every time he thought about his pathetic teacher’s wage, the prospect of a mortgage, the Corolla’s predictable demise. If he’d taken his father’s advice and stuck with the family business he’d be on his way to paying off a two-bedroom apartment in Sydney by now, like his sister, or behind the wheel of a decent car instead of riding around on a BMX like some overgrown delinquent. But something in him had resisted that future. It was a vision of the years stretching ahead, on and on towards retirement and eventual death with nothing to challenge him but aluminium window frames. In the end that prospect had terrified him more than anything.


      He looked at his watch. It was time to head over to the classroom.


      He pulled the plastic wrap back over the sandwiches and opened the fridge. Next to a shrivelled apple and someone’s yoghurt was a plate Jean had put aside for him. It was a square of jam sponge from a birthday celebration he’d missed while on playground duty. Dom seized it triumphantly. Then he paused.


      Camille, that’s whose birthday.


      He wondered how old she was, how much older than him. She was a bit intense. Kind of intimidating, actually. But those eyes, that skin …


      He polished off the cake in three bites and threw the rest of his coffee into the sink. Then, dusting icing sugar from his fingers, he set off down the corridor.


      He crossed the quadrangle and walked down a path trimmed with scrappy plants climbing over woodchip. Inside, the classroom was roasting. Afternoon sun poured through the windows, highlighting the smear of grubby handprints spread across the tables. He sat down at his desk with some of Novi’s work and tried to prepare himself. He’d noticed that Novi was a quiet kid, one of only six boys in his class of twenty-nine. The school had a strange abundance of girls, an anomaly everyone in Morus simply accepted, and it seemed to be one of the main reasons Dom had been chosen for the job; his boss, Malcolm, had mentioned a few times already the importance of young male role models at Morus Primary.


      Dom took a look at the work in front of him: a spelling test, some mathematics homework, geography notes. He was still getting to know his students; at the moment he was swamped with setting up a portfolio for each of them, and coping with all the other paperwork that was required. Novi’s work was competent, nothing special, except for the doodling. All along the margins of his worksheets Novi had drawn intricate miniature scenes. There was a bird swooping over a river, people picking fruit, a ship trailing spume as it powered past jungle islands towards a horizon somewhere off the page. In the midst of all this, text and numbers appeared to be an interruption, a hurried afterthought to something much more interesting lurking underneath.


      Dom studied the handwriting. Typical left-hander, just as Warwick had said; Dom had already picked it, being left-handed himself. In the first days of class he’d watched the girls lovingly practise their cursive, perfecting fat loops and sweeping tails and dotting their i’s with plump little heads. In contrast, Novi’s writing was thin and squashed and slanted, a bit like Dom’s own scrawl. He pictured the parents sitting opposite him, and imagined addressing them sternly: Mrand MrsLepido, we really must do something about your son’s handwriting. But he knew it didn’t matter and so would they. He rubbed at his forehead. What would these people want from him?


      He glanced towards the doorway. There was no sign of them yet. He shuffled Novi’s work into a manila folder and on top of the folder he put his notebook and a pen, making a tidy pile in front of him. He added his stapler to the pile. He decided to put the whole lot away, to have the desk completely clear when the Lepidos walked in, to demonstrate how organised he was. He sat and waited, eyes ahead, arms resting casually on the empty surface. After a few seconds he felt stupid sitting like that with nothing in front of him so he tugged open the drawer, grabbed the notebook and folder and placed them on the desktop again.


      God, his palms were damp. He dried them on the front of his cargo shorts and noticed a streak of jam — it must have been from that cake before! He tried to remove the jam with his finger, smearing it. He licked his finger and rubbed frantically but the stain only nestled deeper into the tan fabric, determined in its raspberry-red way to stay right where it was.


      They were late. Twin trickles of sweat ran from his armpits down to his waistband. He looked out the front again but all he could see was Pete, the caretaker, setting up a sprinkler on a garden bed. The sprinkler began to hiss, and listening to it Dom imagined how good it would feel to run out into the spray. In the suburbs where he’d grown up, the backyard sprinkler was the only relief in summer and he remembered fondly the fun of running about on the lawn, trying halfheartedly to dodge the cold water flung out in perfect patterns in the sunshine. Through the window he watched mist rising from the thirsty shrubs and sank back into his chair with a sigh.


      Where the hell were they?


      Sweat was pouring off him now. He jumped up and turned on the ceiling fans. They wobbled and clicked alarmingly but the moving air felt better. He noticed some posters had come loose in the heat and he pressed their corners back: Birds of Australia, Dangerous Snakes, An Estuary. Further along and covering half the wall were the results of the kids’ art class last week. Camille took that class, Dom remembered suddenly; she ran the library and took the kids for art as well. Camille was clever. He wondered what she would have thought of Novi’s timeline.


      Grouped together, the children’s paintings created a giant montage of garish colour and wild, wobbly figures. Dom hadn’t had a chance to look at them all closely; now he took the time, smoothing down stray edges as he went. My Favourite Place was the theme Camille had set and he saw that the river was a popular subject. Stick-figure families had been painted around barbecues with blobby dogs stealing strings of sausages as people canoed on the water. There were beach pictures, too, with kids surfing impossibly big waves. One group of girls had agreed My Room was their favourite place, with titles done carefully and illustrations showing themselves lounging on pink bedspreads, writing in diaries and surrounded by posters. He scanned the names: Kate, Nicole, Sharon, Rachael. They could be so serious, so intent on growing up! Just the other day he’d said to them, ‘Enjoy your childhood, girls, be free! Don’t get caught up in all the adult stuff yet!’ His outburst had been received by a row of perfect eyebrows arched in withering contempt and it had scared him off giving them any more advice. Dom shook his head and sighed. Girls were just so different from boys.


      Moving along the wall he came to Novi’s painting. He stared, his eyes widening. It was the best painting he’d ever seen done by a child: a boat, drawn from below where the water would be. There was a strip of yellow sky at the top and the boat was sitting half in shadow, half in sun — Novi had used purple and orange to highlight the difference, with each curved plank of timber overlapping the next in a beautiful pattern. But most striking of all was the bare-breasted mermaid carved into the prow. That mermaid was quite something.


      Dom pulled the page from the wall with a sense of dread. How had he managed to miss a pair of boobs on his classroom wall, wooden though they were? But it wasn’t just that. Dom studied the other paintings in front of him, trying to figure out why Novi’s was unique. The people and objects in the others seemed flat and distant, as though floating in space, whereas Novi’s picture was full and detailed and almost three dimensional. The colours were exhilarating.


      He sank onto a table and clasped his hands on top of his head in dismay. The room was spinning around him like a hurricane. Novi was talented. More than that — the kid was some kind of artistic prodigy, and not only had Dom failed to realise it, he didn’t know the first thing about art. He hadn’t taken it at high school — he was hopeless at drawing! Absently, he rubbed at the raspberry streak on his thigh and felt his heart collapse.


      A kid like Novi was way beyond his experience. Any second now his parents would come charging through the door and he would have to come clean. If they questioned his capabilities as a teacher he would have to be honest. He would have to agree with them.


      


      When Mira Lepido finally stepped into the classroom, Dom couldn’t help staring. It was the mermaid, dressed, but with the same buxom figure and luxuriant black curls. She walked straight up to him and thrust out a small, sun-browned hand.


      ‘Hello, I’m Mira, Novi’s mother.’


      ‘Dom Best.’


      They shook, Mira seeming to Dom several inches taller than she actually was, her chin lifted in defiance, her dark eyes scrutinising him. Her husband came in a few steps behind her, a stocky man with thick glasses that made his eyes look huge and moist, and introduced himself as George. He had an almost apologetic look about him and in his hand was a roll of papers fastened with an elastic band.


      Mira continued to size up Dom openly. After a few seconds the hostility in her eyes faded a bit. ‘My God, you’re just a baby!’


      Dom laughed in embarrassment. He searched for a diversion. ‘Sorry it’s so hot in here.’ He swiped at a drip on his temple. If only he’d stop sweating! It was making him even more selfconscious.


      ‘El Niño Southern Oscillation,’ George nodded. ‘Moves in a seven-year cycle, or thereabouts. We’re bound to get some rain soon. Flood, no doubt.’ He tilted his head towards his wife. ‘Don’t worry, Mira’s a mad sweater, too. Italian background.’


      ‘It’s healthy to sweat,’ she said with a shrug. ‘Eliminates toxins. Let it out if it has to come out, I say!’


      Dom was silent. Bodily fluids seemed too intimate a subject to be broaching so early in the piece. There was an awkward pause.


      ‘Let’s sit down, shall we?’ Dom suggested at last, leading them to a group of student tables. They each took a seat, perching on the too-small plastic chairs at odd angles to accommodate their knees. Remembering Novi’s work, Dom jumped up, grabbed the folder from his desk and sat down again, sweating more than ever. The Lepidos watched as he arranged himself. Dom took a deep breath in and out.


      Earlier, he’d decided to wait for them to speak first, but now he found himself blurting out a sort of apology. ‘Listen, I think I know what you want to see me about. And I just want to say I feel bad about what happened with Novi’s timeline. I’m new at this job … and I actually didn’t think anything was wrong with it. But because of the complaint the school had to do something. People can be sensitive … they don’t like dead people, well, not in the classroom … I mean, you can show convicts getting the lash and everything and when we look at bushrangers a bit later we do talk about them being hanged and shot and stuff, but some people don’t like seeing pictures of dead Aboriginals … I mean, nobody does …’


      What the hell was he saying? He was just digging himself in deeper with this pathetic rambling. Then, to his horror, he saw tears welling up in Mira’s eyes. Oh, Christ. She’s crying!


      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said with a sniff, straightening her shoulders. ‘But I still don’t think my son should have been punished for drawing the facts.’


      ‘He wasn’t punished!’ Dom insisted. But it didn’t feel true.


      George put an arm around his wife. ‘You know there really was a massacre at Riley Creek?’


      Dom nodded. ‘I know. Terrible.’


      ‘People would rather forget.’


      ‘It would seem so.’


      Mira flicked her tears away fiercely. She looked Dom square in the eye and he shrank back a little.


      ‘This is Novi, okay?’ she said to him. ‘He notices everything and he draws it. And we encourage him. He’s always been like this, ever since he was little. He’s bright.’


      ‘And he’s obviously very creative,’ Dom added.


      Mira paused. She sat back a little. ‘He is. But he’s too introspective — maybe because he’s an only child?’ She turned to George for help.


      His hands made a rasping sound as he rubbed them together in consideration. ‘Well, he’s never been that interested in sport or joining a team. He’s not the competitive type.’


      She nodded. ‘But he’s fantastic at occupying himself. Mostly drawing and painting. Reading, too, and collecting. He’s an industrious soul. He gets it from his dad.’ Here she gave George’s knee a tender pat and he studied his hands bashfully, picking at a nail that was blunt and stained.


      ‘We brought these in for you to look at so you’d have a bit of background.’ She reached for the roll of paper and removed the elastic band. George helped her to spread the sheets over the table and when the fans began blowing them about he got out of his chair to turn them down.


      Slowly Dom picked up a picture. He set it down and picked up another. He spent several minutes doing this in silence. And in the blistering air of the classroom, under the red-hot gaze of two concerned parents, he felt a thrilling shiver shoot up his spine.


      The pictures were incredible. Often it was a single object Novi had drawn: a leaf with a cluster of gumnuts, a lizard, an ants’ nest, but there were landscapes, too, and complex scenes from around town of people shopping at the supermarket or in the newsagency, stepping over the dog in the doorway — a German shepherd it was, Dom could tell. Just as in the painting he’d removed from the classroom wall, Novi had filled each picture with bold colour, oranges and purples and greens in unlikely places. Dom studied the skies in a couple of landscapes that at first glance seemed psychedelic. But he’d spent three weeks now gazing from his balcony over the Lewis in that long stretch before nightfall; he’d seen the sky that very shade of orange at sunset, watched it turn to violet and then deep gold when a kind of chlorophyll tinge rose and fell along the horizon in the final moments before darkness came. To see this captured on paper, to feel a connection to it, gave Dom a rush of excitement.


      ‘How long has he been drawing like this?’


      ‘Oh, a long time.’ George pushed his glasses back up his nose with a squint as he tried to recall. ‘He was drawing long before he was talking, always clutching a crayon or a pencil. He didn’t talk until quite late. He was three, wasn’t he, Mira? Then the first thing he came out with was, “Dad, it’s raining, you better bring the washing in!”’


      Mira’s face lit up. ‘I let him draw wherever he wanted, even on the walls! He’s always been so expressive.’


      She pulled out a tight little drawing of a cat done in lead pencil in the bottom corner of a page. ‘That’s Varmint. Novi was very young when he did this.’


      Dom admired it. It wasn’t much more than a patch of hard scribble and yet there was the cat sitting with one leg in the air as though caught in the act of cleaning its belly. It was looking up, irritated at being disturbed. Dom couldn’t say how it was that the cat looked annoyed, but it did. Maybe it was something in the little grey eyebrows.


      He looked through all the drawings, not wanting to miss a single one. Something strange was happening to his eyes, they were burning, quivering. Embarrassed, he had to wipe them hard with his palms so he could see clearly and he went through the pictures again, this time noticing how often Mira appeared in them. Sometimes she was the main feature standing under a tree or bent over digging in the garden; sometimes she was just a flash of bright clothing in the background.


      ‘Wow,’ Dom breathed at last. He could think of no other response. After a moment he remembered Novi’s picture of the boat. He pulled it out of the folder. George took up the page and peered at it through his glasses.


      ‘Ah yes, the Bella Mira. I’ll finish her this year.’


      Dom sat back in his chair. ‘You’re building a boat?’


      ‘Worked on a few over the years. This one’s going to be a beauty. We’re sailing her to Papua New Guinea.’


      ‘Really?’


      ‘Yams, Dom! There’s a fortune to be made in wild yams!’


      Dom smiled as if this made perfect sense. He glanced at Mira. She was watching him closely.


      ‘Novi’s sensitive,’ she said in a soft voice. ‘I worry about him sometimes. He can misinterpret things. My father, for instance — he drowned in the river when Novi was five. They were very close. And now he won’t swim in the river, he refuses to, even after all this time. He can be so stubborn! Like with his drawing. Ever since school started back I’ve been finding it impossible to get him to do his jobs around the house and his homework. Except that timeline, of course!’


      She smiled and Dom was relieved to feel some of the tension between them ease. Then she threw her hands up.


      ‘All he wants to do is draw!’


      With her head cocked, she searched his face. George’s eyes were on him, too, large and moist and anxious. Dom realised they were looking to him for some kind of answer and he felt honoured, but baffled. What could he tell them? All he knew was that he wanted to see every picture Novi Lepido had ever done and more. Lots more.


      ‘Look,’ he began, resisting the urge to gush, ‘clearly Novi’s talented.’


      It felt a ridiculously obvious statement, but George and Mira nodded gravely as though this knowledge was a heavy weight. They sat motionless and waited.


      ‘And, well … you said it, Mira — better out than in, don’t you think? Now, about Novi’s reaction to your father’s death. I can talk to Malcolm Donaldson. If you like, we could make an appointment with the school counsellor.’


      They looked uncertain. Dom thought for a few seconds. ‘I’m sure we can come up with a program for Novi, too. Extend his art and encourage his other work as well, help him create a better balance. Maybe we could put together some kind of reward system to get him focusing on other things when he needs to …’ He trailed off but his mind raced ahead with possibilities. If he knew nothing about art then he would learn. He’d read up on it; speak to whoever he needed to for advice. Besides, he’d paid enough attention in his child psychology lectures to know that this mother motif could probably do with some workshopping. An idea dawned on him.


      ‘What about art lessons outside school? That could be a good incentive. Imagine what Novi could do with some proper materials!’


      Mira and George exchanged an uncomfortable glance. Dom remembered what Jean Mackey had told him and added quickly, ‘I’m sure we’ll be able to find some funding. I’ll see what’s available. But listen, I want you to know that Morus Primary will support Novi in every way we can.’


      They sat in silence. Outside, the sprinkler had ceased its rhythmic ticking and the afternoon had fallen still. Dom observed how clear his mind felt. A hard nut of certainty had formed inside him. For once he knew what to do and it felt fantastic.


      Suddenly Mira leaped up and grabbed him in a damp, fleshy embrace. ‘Thank you!’ she cried, squeezing him tight.


      Dom patted her back awkwardly until she released him. George shook his hand vigorously, his eyes swimming with emotion. ‘We’re lucky to have you, mate,’ he said gruffly. ‘Some of these teachers have solidified over the years. It’s good to see some young blood running through the place!’


      Flushed, Dom saw them to the door. ‘I’d love to see more of Novi’s art. And I’d like the opportunity to talk to him about how this program might work.’


      ‘Well, come and visit!’ Mira insisted. ‘This Saturday — come and stay for dinner.’


      After they were gone, Dom stood there happily for a minute. He restored Novi’s painting to the wall, shaking his head in wonder, then he switched off the fans, put the folder away and left the classroom.


      He floated through the empty school grounds, his head full of rivers and birds and crazy orange skies. As he passed the library another sprinkler started up. The sound released a bubble of elation within him. Before he knew it he had dropped his backpack, stepped into the garden and was flinging his arms wide, turning in circles to let the cold water fall over him.


      His clothes were getting drenched. It would be a wet ride home. He didn’t care.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 3

    


    
      Camille smoothed soft plastic over the spine of a new book. She took her time, trimming the covering so it didn’t bunch at the corners, making sure to secure each fold properly with a neat strip of invisible tape. As she handled the books she set aside a few to read herself before putting them on the shelves for loan. She liked to be able to advise the kids on their borrowing choices, fitting the right book to the right reader.


      The afternoon sun bore down, illuminating the office blinds like bright pink eyelids. Only Tuesday and already the week had lost its impetus. It was her birthday, thirty-five, and yet she felt nothing: no anxiety or happiness or even a sense of doom, just the ennui of another day passing. She had a stack of cataloguing to catch up on and some research lessons to plan; the art room needed a clean-out, too — it was still a mess from last year, but the thought of embarking on any of it made her feel limp. Instead she had convinced herself it was important to cover the new books and the past hour had been spent in drowsy preoccupation.


      The order arrived once a month and Camille looked forward to the delivery. Mostly because she loved the smell of new books, the purity of their crisp pages, the vapour of glossy binding and milled paper. She inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with the scent of all the unknown adventures hidden within, while her mind drifted to the other reason she looked forward to the monthly order: the Book Deliverer.


      This was the time of day he turned up, but usually on a Friday, in the calm of the afternoon when the school was digesting its last lesson and her office was quiet. They never arranged for it to be that way and yet he always appeared at the most convenient time when they wouldn’t be disturbed. He was practical like that.


      He had a crop of thick dark hair that always needed a cut and his flecked blue eyes crinkled gently at the edges when he greeted her. His navy work uniform was always neatly ironed and she liked the way he rolled his shirtsleeves up to reveal the hard curve of his arms. He wasn’t a show-off, though; he always used a trolley to bring the heavy boxes in from the truck to protect his back; he was sensible as well as considerate.


      Each month he deposited the boxes of books on the bench so she wouldn’t have to bend and strain herself, those strong arms hardly noticing the weight. He stood patiently while she sliced through the tape with her Stanley knife, then inspected the contents of each box, shredded paper escaping to the carpet like errant party streamers. She lifted out each book deliberately and skated her eyes over the covers to check the titles against her order form, book after book. They didn’t speak throughout this ritual, only checked and ticked, checked and ticked, until the cardboard boxes were all emptied. Then he handed her his blue clip folder and she signed her name at the bottom of the delivery form with the pen attached by a little silver chain. At last he clipped the pen back in place and snapped his folder shut and they arrived at Camille’s favourite moment.


      With the official proceedings over they were free to indulge in a few minutes of chat. Their rapport had been painstakingly built up over several deliveries and was gently flirtatious. She knew that if he suddenly swept her up she wouldn’t resist. She wished he would.


      She imagined him carrying her into the little stationery storeroom, closing the door and making love to her unhurriedly, sweetly, while the school emptied itself of people, until the only sounds to be heard were sprinklers panting over gasping garden beds. This scene played out in her head while they discussed the bypass roadworks, the state of the highway, the weather — all banal on the surface, but Camille could read the nuances. She waited for the moment when those strong hands of his would grab her. Sadly, he was even shyer than she was.


      Before leaving he took care of the empty boxes, flattening them down and stacking them by the bins (very thoughtful), then he took his trolley and was gone. Alone, she tidied up the books, placing them into neat piles on the bench, gently buzzed from the encounter. She knew it was silly, nothing had ever happened between them, but if she let the feeling merge into the general relief of Friday afternoon it blossomed into something like joy. It warmed her as she shopped for dinner, helped her choose a particularly nice bottle of wine. It followed her home and draped itself around her shoulders while she cooked, listening to music with the volume up defiantly loud. It snuggled up to her in bed when she slipped between the covers, made her smile as she took time to run through her storeroom fantasy in detail before reaching for her book. It lay beside her as she read, until her eyes were dry and tired and at last she switched off the lamp.


      Then it left.


      And alone in the darkness she pulled the pillows into her folded body and sobbed.


      


      Into an empty cardboard box Camille placed the new books she’d ordered for herself. On top she she placed the plate of leftover birthday cake and on top of that she dumped her handbag. She couldn’t wait to get home, toss the rest of that tasteless sponge to the birds and collapse onto the lounge with no interruptions. She longed to read until her mind was far away from cataloguing and crashing computer systems and ratty schoolkids, far away from all the obligations that cluttered her life, and the things that were absent.


      She switched off her computer and headed out of her office and through the library. Outside, the sun was blinding. She turned and struggled with the key to the door with one hand while the other clutched her bounty. The lock was stiff. She had to put the box down and jiggle the knob with both hands and the effort made her break out in a sweat. At last the latch caught. With a deep breath in, she rummaged in her handbag for her sunglasses.


      Ah, much better.


      She gathered up the box again, heavy with treasure. There was a stack of novels in there, among other things. She knew it was naughty to have ordered the gardening manual on the school’s budget but there were other teachers who’d appreciate it. Quickly she retrieved her car keys and was about to set off when she heard a noise coming from the garden, a strange shuffling sound.


      She froze. It must be Pete, setting up the sprinklers.


      She pressed herself against the wall of the library and concentrated on making herself invisible. It wasn’t easy, carrying a box of books. But she couldn’t bear to run into him right now, not today when all she wanted was to get home. Her mind scrambled for pleasantries and an excuse that would allow for a quick getaway: My father’s expecting me — he’s elderly and worries when I’m late. Partly true.


      So far this term she’d managed to avoid Pete. It was ridiculous, she knew; they worked at the same place and were sure to run into each other eventually. Oh God. She squeezed her eyes shut and shuddered at the heat seeping into her back and the memory of last year’s Christmas party.


      Beneath one of the willows at the edge of the bowling club lawn, she and Pete had shared a drunken fumble. Camille had her excuses: the festive season, the cheap champagne, the damaged look in Pete’s freshly divorced eyes. Her unsatisfactory progress with the Book Deliverer. Pete had been leaving messages on her answering machine all summer, but they really had nothing in common and she hadn’t returned any of them. Now her guilt was as heavy as her regret.


      Flattened against the hot bricks she berated herself sternly. You are thirty-five, for God’s sake! This is no way to behave. Just talk to him.


      The sound in the garden persisted, a rhythmic shuffling of woodchips being disturbed. With any luck he hadn’t spotted her and she could creep away, retreat to her cottage and draw the evening around her, let her new books keep at bay the shameful knowledge that she was pathetic and cowardly.


      She decided to call him as soon as she got home. With a firm nod she promised she would set the situation straight this afternoon. Over the phone.


      Holding her breath, she peeked carefully around the corner. From behind her sunglasses she scanned the length of the garden bed and sighed with relief; it wasn’t Pete at all. It was Dominic Best, the new teacher.


      She switched the box to her other arm, hooked a finger through her key-ring and was about to launch herself towards the car park when she paused. What was he doing? Quietly, she emerged from her hiding place to stare.


      He was under the sprinkler with his arms out and his eyes closed, turning slowly. Every now and then he gave a little kick. His wet clothes clung to his body. His face, turned skyward, looked rapturous.


      Camille stepped back towards the wall. Dom Best was frolicking under the sprinkler!


      She slipped away, taking the long way round to the car park, while the image of his drenched and grinning figure danced in her head. She felt an overpowering urge to drench herself, too, to plunge into the river and wash this nothing-birthday from her skin. But first she had to see her father.


      


      His villa was one of eight in a complex up on Vernon Street, behind the hospital, the place he and her mother had moved to six years ago when her mother’s health started deteriorating. Camille had never liked the place; it was small and depressing. She missed the old family home on Couper Road with its luxuriant back garden and big old frangipani. But her father didn’t seem to mind. The villa was on the bus route and he could walk to the small group of shops down the road. Once a week, Bill and Bernice at number 4 had him over for dinner. Gardens were too much work anyway, he said.


      She knocked on his door and stood waiting in the dark-brick courtyard. She saw that the pot of petunias she had planted for him to brighten up the place had withered. A minute passed. Her heart started pounding as it always did when he took this long to answer, but then the door opened and there he was, tall and hunched and smiling. He reached out with both hands to kiss her.


      ‘Happy birthday, love.’


      They embraced. She pointed to the petunias.


      ‘What happened?’


      He shrugged. ‘Damn heat.’


      ‘You have to water them, Dad!’


      ‘Ah,’ he said with a wave of his hand.


      She followed him in. The place was dim and spartan and smelled like old man. Nobody would have guessed he’d been married thirty-eight years unless they saw the photo of his late wife beside his single bed or noticed the tapestry cushion on the chair in his study. It stirred in Camille an uneasy mix of feelings; she was glad he was so resilient but it disturbed her to think that her mother’s life could be so thoroughly written off, her presence all but disappeared.


      In the little kitchen he had set out a fruit tart from the patisserie and a bunch of yellow roses. She smiled to see the flowers and buried her nose in them. He poured them both a finger of cognac.


      ‘Happy birthday,’ he said again, raising his glass.


      They drank and he handed her a present wrapped loosely in blue tissue paper. Inside was a silk scarf.


      ‘Your mum’s,’ he said, smoothing a hand across his slick white hair.


      Camille nodded, touched. He cut them both some tart.


      ‘Any plans for tonight?’ he asked, shovelling tart into his wobbly mouth.


      She wasn’t the least bit hungry but she ate up. ‘No,’ she sighed. ‘I’m over birthdays.’


      He grunted in agreement and took a sip of cognac.


      It was true; thirty had been the last big year for Camille. It was the year she returned to Morus from Sydney when her mother went suddenly into decline, the year she called it quits with Simon, and that on-again, off-again rollercoaster, and took leave without pay from her job at the university library. When her mother died three months later she decided to stay and keep her father company. Back then she didn’t know he was even better at being alone than she was.


      He wiped his mouth with a paper serviette. ‘How’s work?’ He never asked about the men in her life, which was fine by her. It meant she didn’t have to acknowledge that there weren’t any.


      ‘Same. Still battling for that computer upgrade.’ She watched him chase a glistening strawberry around his plate. ‘Hey, you’ll have to come over and see my foxgloves before they finish.’


      Triumphantly he stabbed the strawberry with his fork and then gave a respectful nod. ‘You’ve got your mother’s green thumb.’


      They finished eating in silence.


      Camille didn’t regret coming home. She missed the city sometimes, the bookshops and restaurants, but it was good to wake up to birds in the morning, something other than a rutting pigeon or a brown myna stalking the hedges. Here, she had a proper garden and a house she could afford. And although they weren’t quite the buddies she’d imagined they’d become, it was nice, this ordinary time she spent with her father.


      Driving home, she thought again about the year she turned thirty. At the time, the drama of all those events had felt overwhelming. She remembered worrying that she wouldn’t be able to cope. But in the five years since then, nothing much had happened at all and Camille was left with a sense of foolishness. Was this it? Had her flush of youth faded already, evaporated when she wasn’t looking, when she was taking for granted it would always be there to sting her, slap her, swamp her?


      At home she changed into her running gear and set out, feeling bloated from sponge cake and tart. The koel was moping in the trees somewhere. She did her best to ignore it, picking up her pace and trying to clear her mind, concentrating only on shoes slapping bitumen, pulse pushing limbs, breath cleansing blood. Today it felt as if the bird was following her, pursuing her from tree to tree as she tried to escape its cry, its unguarded, unashamed desperation. In spring she didn’t mind it so much; it was a tentative enquiry across the trees, casual and soulful, a herald of warm days approaching. But now summer was almost over and the koel’s mating days were numbered; its cry had become high-pitched and insistent, a string of urgent calls, rising sharply. Its panic caught in Camille’s chest, pinching her breath into shallow gasps.


      Four calls, five, six.


      The pauses were heavy and loaded with longing. She couldn’t help but listen in hope of a reply, any evidence of another, no matter how faint or far away. The silence was like a weight upon her, pressing down slowly, threatening to crush her until she was nothing but a slab of bloodless meat. But the pauses didn’t last long. The bird was thorough and repeated itself quickly. On and on it appealed into the dying day and this sound, which for months had created a wistful backdrop to the afternoons, now left everything frazzled.


      Camille ran harder.


      She ran almost every day now, in the late afternoon when the heat had begun to ease, tackling the winding roads of her neighbourhood and finishing with a swim in the river. She welcomed the physical routine of it, watched with gratification as her legs grew strong and gained definition, observed the steady operation of her lungs. Her feet were battered but functional. She nursed shin splints with grim satisfaction and continued to pound the bitumen. Was she punishing her body or rewarding it? It was hard to tell, but she liked to know that she could still feel the strength of her heart; its brute force, at any rate.


      On she ran, past the odd array of houses: red-brick boxes, all lawn and no garden but for a few yellow palms; sagging weatherboard cottages propped up by ancient mulberry trees; fibro places with bare dirt fronts hosting ragged assemblies of plants in plastic pots. She hurtled past cats blinking on sun-warmed concrete driveways and dogs that puffed out an obligatory bark but were too lazy to chase her. Her body was all breath now and her sense of smell acute; unwittingly she took in the odour of each house she passed: the halitosis of stale laundry and mildew; the chlorine fumes of swimming pools mixed with the Vegemite-on-toast smell of children; the musky reek of perfumed owners who, having grown desensitised over a lifetime of olfactory violence, continued their merciless dousing. She could tell when more honest odours were masked with a fumigation of Peach Bouquet, Vanilla Spice or Pine Forest. Already, this time of the afternoon, there were dinners cooking and she smelled chops bursting fat under grills and potatoes being pulverised. At one house a lone curry simmered, offering an exotic note. She was thankful it wasn’t Thursday — Thursday was garbage night and she had to make her way past wheelie bins full of putrefying prawn heads, sour milk cartons and indistinguishable items of waste, sweetly fetid in their twin towers of hot plastic.


      Arriving at the reserve she plunged through trees and onto the river track. Long grass whipped her legs and spiky bushes fanned out to prick her but she welcomed the pain because it meant that soon she would be still and underwater. She reached a clearing and walked in small circles for a minute to catch her breath, noticing that the cicadas had fallen silent all at once, as if deciding enough was enough for one day. She pulled off her shoes and socks to find her feet pink and blind-looking, like baby marsupials. Peeling clothes down to her swimming costume she staggered over the sticks and twigs of the water line and flopped into the river.


      It was tepid. She swam out to reach the chilled undercurrent, took a breath and dived under to linger in its cool depths. Surfacing, she pulled into a weary breaststroke and then dived under again to relieve her hot cheeks. Floating on her back for a while, she struggled to keep her hips from sinking and her legs dragging down into the soup of algae she had stirred up. Floating in the river, unlike the sea, required effort. The river pulled you down like a sinker and Camille found it vaguely unsettling, as though she were being gently but persistently claimed by a mysterious opaque underworld where all things turned quietly to slime.


      Late sun skipped across the surface of the water. She closed her eyes, stopping her ears against the sound of the koel, which had taken up its mateless post in the canopy somewhere above. She felt embarrassed on the bird’s behalf by its stubborn lack of grace, its pitiful persistence and refusal to get on with other birdy activities that surely needed tending to.


      She sculled backwards with a kick. She would not end up like that wretched bird. She would not spend each approaching evening lamenting her loneliness while everywhere around her families prepared their meals, shared their day and snuggled into their various odd-smelling nests for the night. Being alone was not lamentable. The loneliest years of her life had been spent with an unsuitable partner. She had always assumed she’d end up having kids but Simon was never keen and in the end it was the reason she’d extricated herself from the relationship. She had to move on; things could have gone on like that forever with Simon and she needed to give herself time to find someone else. And now here she was five years later with not a single contender on the horizon. Pete was keen but he didn’t count; he had nothing to talk about except his ex-wife. Lately she’d begun to realise that it might not happen for her. She might never have kids. But at least she wasn’t with someone who resisted commitment. At least she wasn’t with someone who made her desires seem inappropriate, someone who made her doubt the best parts of herself.


      She looked up into the trees. If love had passed her by then so be it. There were other joys to be had in the world. And if someone of her intelligence couldn’t come up with any, well, that was the real tragedy.


      She kicked frog-like towards the shallows and steeled herself for the slurry her toes would encounter on the climb out. She struck stones, leaves, something smooth and slippery that felt like bones, but she carried on until she was over the worst of it and up on the grassy bank once more, feeling brave and refreshed.


      


      Later that evening, she picked through the box of new books distractedly. She started on a novel but after a few pages she found her mind wandering. She thought about Dominic Best under the sprinkler. It took her ages to put the image of him out of her head.


      She forgot to call Pete.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 4

    


    
      Dom’s flat was on Riviera Drive. The school had sorted it out with the estate agent within days of the job being confirmed — too easy, he’d thought, until they told him the rent; a flat that cheap in Sydney was a guaranteed rat-hole and straightaway he’d pictured swollen-chipboard cupboards, shag carpet matted with dirty splotches of candle wax, ruptured ceilings and nests of unstoppable cockroaches. But although it was one of the more absurdly named buildings he had come across, Camelot Mews was all right. It was modern, at least: two pale-brick double-storey buildings side by side on a nice stretch of river. Each flat had a small balcony, most of them crammed with outdoor furniture, pot-plants on stands, clothes horses and barbecues. The lucky inhabitants — and he was one — had views across the Lewis into town.


      He was almost dry but he still felt immensely pleased with himself following the meeting. He rode past a sentry post of wheelie bins and flew down the steep concrete driveway to the common courtyard between the buildings, where a couple of skinny palms did their best to look tropical and a clothesline was strung with gigantic knickers and bras. He locked his bike up under the carport and took a moment to peer through the windows of a vintage white Falcon he hadn’t seen before. It was a beauty, in immaculate condition with a classic gear stick and bench seats in duck-egg blue vinyl. He pictured himself behind the wheel, cruising through town, barrelling down the coast road to the ocean. Then his father’s voice started in his head: A financial black hole, Dominic! Foolish, unless you have some mechanical knowledge. Dom didn’t have that knowledge. Reminding himself of his decision to save for something new, he turned reluctantly and headed for the stairs.


      On the second floor he made his way down the corridor. Today it smelled pleasantly of frying onions. His flat was the last one in the hallway, and when he’d entered it for the first time three weeks ago he’d thought he must have had the wrong place — he’d checked the number on the door again to make sure: number 9, definitely his. He’d stepped inside and looked around, experiencing the weird sensation of trying both to absorb and repel his surroundings simultaneously. Against one wall was a prim-looking sofa in faded rose upholstery and beside it a standard lamp with a tassel-trimmed pink shade. Across the room a small television had been positioned on a fancy cane stand and there was a coffee table covered in white crocheted doilies, topped with a basket of dried flowers that looked like it had been sat on. The four-seat dining table was draped with a plastic cloth of purple flowers, translucent from scrubbing. A short hallway led to the bedroom, where a low double bed was covered in apricot chenille. Next to it stood a chest of drawers and another lamp in a pink can-can skirt. The second bedroom was arranged as a kind of study, with a small wardrobe, a bookshelf and a child-size desk with horse transfers cantering across it. At a glance he could tell he’d have trouble fitting his knees underneath it.


      It was a demoralising array of furniture, the kind Dom had come across before in the holiday houses of family friends. He hadn’t bothered to bring along any of his own gear; it was all hand-me-downs and Ace had most of it now, except his futon, which was stored at the factory. In the end his luggage consisted of a rucksack of clothes, a couple of boxes of linen and towels, his CD player and stove-top coffee-maker. At the time it felt liberating leaving home with so few belongings, appropriately intrepid. Now he wished he’d brought something to make the place his own, a pot-plant or a poster or two.


      Not that there was any free wall space. The flat was crammed full of art. Paintings were grouped together on every wall, dubious depictions of flowers in vases, blurry cottage gardens with distorted sundials, lifeless kangaroos chewing grass, native birds gnawing at unidentifiable shrubs. The work had a muddy quality that gave the impression of age, but when Dom looked closely he decided they were probably like that from the moment the last dull smear of paint was applied. Whoever the artist, he or she was prolific, and had spent a fortune having the work professionally framed.


      Dom was getting used to the flat, but his mood always dipped a bit when he first arrived home. Peeling off his damp shirt and tossing it over a dining chair he made for the balcony, suddenly desperate for air. A set of cream net curtains shrouded the view. He wrestled them back, slid open the glass door and stepped outside.


      The river was right there, a sharp crumble of bank the only indication of its previous might. Dom watched its viscous flow. He found it hard to imagine it full and rushing. The water was murky and looked too shallow for a decent swim; he needed to explore, follow the track along the bank until he found a better area downstream. On the grassy plateau below, the garden beds were half dead from the drought, although a sparse planting of knobbly shrubs with red flowers seemed to be doing okay.


      Directly opposite on the far bank of the river stood the monolithic RSL, a broad grey face full of glittering teeth. Beside it the bowling club’s greens were deserted, the two rectangles of turf tranquil as lakes. A breeze came up off the river. Dom caught the smell of eucalyptus, dry grass and an undertone of cow. The country. There was something else in it, too, something green that clung to his throat. Slime green, pond-scum green. He breathed in the smell of his new home until he couldn’t distinguish grass from dung from decomposition. Until they blended to become one hot breath.


      The afternoon sun flared as it sank towards the range of mountains in the west. He closed his eyes and the world turned orange. He imagined himself in a desert, wandering among towering dunes and rivulets of sand. He peered down the length of the river until it bent under the iron bridge to the right and was out of sight. There were worse places than this to be posted, he thought. Arid places poisoned by salt, pricked by thorny plants and ravaged by dust.


      Out of nowhere came an explosion of colourful lorikeets. Wildlife! They landed in the shrubs below and Dom watched in delight as they jumped and scrambled over each other for the hairy blossoms, tittering and shrieking, apparently unaffected by the heat. After a while they flew off, tumbling out over the river to graze further downstream.


      The afternoon fell silent again. In the wake of the cheerful bird chatter the air felt heavy, almost awkward. The sky seemed to flush in embarrassment. The river wrung its thin hands and waited for someone to speak. As if to comply a bird called out over the water, clear and strong. Dom searched the trees but couldn’t identify the source. It called again in an upward tone and he tried to make out if it was five questions or just one, repeated for emphasis.


      There was a pause, which lasted so long Dom felt like a thwarted lover on the end of a telephone, waiting, waiting for someone to pick up. He felt the urge to whistle himself. Just as he decided the bird must have flown away, up it piped again, five clear calls for the benefit of some distant mate that might have just caught the end of the previous set and was now paying proper attention. God, it sounded lonely! Especially after the lorikeets, all shouting over the top of each other to have their say.


      Dom drummed his fingers on the railing. He hadn’t really met anyone outside work yet. He was still a stranger in this place. He decided to call home. He felt like telling someone about Novi and his afternoon’s triumph.


      His mother answered.


      ‘What are you having for dinner?’ she asked immediately.


      Dom sighed. ‘Dunno, Mum. I only just got home.’


      ‘Well, make sure you eat properly up there. You can’t live on McDonald’s, you’ll get sick.’


      He fought down a surge of irritation. ‘I know.’


      ‘Buy yourself some fruit.’


      ‘Okay!’


      Silence. Eventually she asked, ‘How’s work going?’


      Suddenly he felt too exhausted to explain about the meeting. Instead he just said, ‘Fine.’


      ‘Well, let us know if you need any money, all right, Nicky?’


      In the background he heard his father bellow, ‘Christ, Angela, don’t tell him that!’


      ‘I’ll be right, Mum,’ Dom said quickly. ‘Thanks anyway. Look, I’d better go. It was just a quick call. Say hi to Dad.’


      ‘Okay. Love you.’


      He sat on the lounge and stared out the window. It was good he was here. It would take a while to settle in, that’s all. Just as he sensed his elation fading, a knock at the door made him start. He wasn’t expecting anyone. When he opened it, a thin old woman in a pink tracksuit and white sneakers was holding out a bottle of wine and a casserole dish, its contents hidden under a glass lid opaque with condensation. Her long white hair was pulled back in a wispy ponytail and her face was full of wrinkles but her grey eyes were clear and her cheekbones sharp beneath the sag of soft flesh, giving her an elegant appearance so unlike that of his own grandmother — she was as wide as she was tall. Dom struggled to guess the woman’s age. Eighty, maybe? Her lips, pink with a layer of fresh lipstick, were caught in a half smile. She seemed as surprised as he was. For a moment they simply stared at each other. Her eyes wandered over his bare chest. He crossed his arms.


      ‘You’re a boy,’ she said finally.


      Dom ignored the insult.


      ‘I was expecting a girl!’ She sounded put out. ‘You’re teaching primary, are you?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘I thought only girls taught primary these days?’


      He felt himself bristle. Nosey old biddy. But eventually the pink lips and all the wrinkles drew upwards.


      ‘Well, good for you! I’m Mavis Hammond, your neighbour. From number 8.’ She bobbed her head towards the door across the hall. It was the first time Dom had seen it open since he moved in.


      ‘Dom Best.’


      ‘Pleased to meet you, Dom. You’re working with Mal Donaldson, then?’ She smiled, emanating a generosity and goodwill found only in women her age — whatever that was.


      ‘That’s right,’ he replied.


      ‘Well, how lovely! Here, I’ve made something for your tea.’ She pushed the casserole dish towards him. ‘I would have popped over sooner but I’ve been in hospital.’ She waved her hand. ‘You don’t want to hear about all that, though.’


      It was true, he didn’t. He was afraid he might get stuck talking about her ailments for the rest of the afternoon so he just smiled and cautiously took the still-warm dish from her mottled hands. Dom always found food offered by strangers slightly sickening. Normally he trusted grandmotherly types but lately he’d grown wary thanks to the antics of his own grandmother. She prided herself on her culinary authority, scoffing at cookbooks and insisting on passing on to her grandchildren the numerous recipes she had filed away in her memory. But in the last year or two she’d started taking shortcuts; she just couldn’t be bothered anymore. Now, instead of making everything from scratch, she cheated, adding strange flavourings to her dishes — Vegemite was the most recent. Worse, she had also become obsessed with the health of everyone’s bowels and took it upon herself to add laxatives to her cooking — the previous Boxing Day various members of Dom’s unsuspecting family had spent the afternoon scrambling for the toilet after several servings of colon-cleansing tiramisu. Most disturbingly, when Dom reached the bottom of her latest batch of lemon butter, he’d discovered a layer of solidified boiled lollies stuck to the base of the jar that she hadn’t bothered to remove before re-using it. Once legendary dishes were now approached tentatively, as everyone wondered what had been added or left out.


      He thanked Mavis for the food.


      ‘Bung it in the oven for twenty minutes or so on high when you’re ready to eat.’


      He nodded, wondering how anyone could think of turning on an oven on a day like this. Or wearing a tracksuit, for that matter. He lifted the lid off the dish and examined its sloppy contents. ‘It looks delicious,’ he lied.


      She pursed her lips. ‘It looks dreadful, love. But it tastes delicious. Chicken tagine. I hope it’s not too spicy for you. Traditionally it’s a mild dish but I prefer it with a bit of zing.’ She glanced down the corridor and lowered her voice. ‘Now, Beryl downstairs will tell you the secret to a good casserole is a packet of French onion soup mixed in at the end. But don’t listen to her — that woman’s salt intake is criminal and she’s had three kidney stones to prove it. Ever tried passing a kidney stone?’


      He hadn’t.


      ‘Well, it’s possibly the most painful experience outside childbirth.’


      Dom nodded warily. He didn’t want to go there.


      Realising she was still clutching the bottle of wine Mavis presented it to him proudly. ‘A sample of the local poison. Made right here from the town’s own mulberries.’


      He studied the label with genuine curiosity. ‘Mulberries?’


      ‘Of course!’ Her grey eyes widened in disbelief. ‘Surely you’ve noticed the trees?’


      Dom read the label: Famous for over 100 years and still made to the original Italian recipe, Cherubini Mulberry Wine has a vibrant, fresh flavour. Capturing the purity of the Lewis River and drawing on the therapeutic quality of mulberries, this easy-drinking wine goes with just about anything — or perfect on its own!


      He should have known. He’d spent enough time picking mulberries as a kid; whole Saturdays had been devoted to the activity when it was the season — hunting for the biggest trees, sneaking over people’s back fences to fill ice-cream containers with the squishy fruit. They were urban children relishing the chance to forage, imagining themselves lost in the wild, lost in time, hunting and gathering to survive. It was fun, all that purple juice staining their fingers and feet. Once Dom ate a stinkbug by accident, felt the bitter crunch on his tongue as he bit into it. His mouth gushed saliva and he spat violently while everyone laughed. After that he was always careful to look closely at each berry before putting it in his mouth. He could still remember the sensation of biting into that stinkbug: the crack of exoskeleton, the bitter squirt of soft innards. He grimaced, wanting to open the bottle of wine straightaway to drown his mouth’s memory.


      It was as though Mavis had read his thoughts. Her eyes lit up. ‘Let’s crack it, shall we?’


      She darted through his door so quickly Dom wondered whether it was the sneakers that made her look agile or if he had overestimated her age. She stopped by the dining table and stared around the living room.


      ‘Jesus! It looks like a sack of potpourri exploded in here!’


      Dom quickly pulled on his discarded shirt. ‘It’s cheerful,’ he attempted. ‘Homely.’


      ‘Cheerful? Are you mad?’ Mavis rested bony knuckles on her hips and shook her head sadly. ‘Joy always did have her taste in her arse.’


      Dom gaped.


      ‘Pardon my French, dear,’ she demurred, her face radiating innocence.


      Dom studied her covertly as he did up his buttons. She seemed to move in and out of focus. Just when he thought he had her figured out she shifted. It was disconcerting. ‘Who’s Joy?’


      ‘Your landlady, of course!’


      Mavis cruised the flat, taking her time to inspect the art collection. In the bright afternoon light the rooms dazzled, a ye olde cottage kaleidoscope of lilac and rose, apricot and lavender. Through the sliding door a breeze billowed the curtains, lifted the frills on the lampshades, set the basket of dried flowers rocking lamely. She looked at him and burst out laughing.


      ‘Sweet Jesus!’ she said, sweeping her arms wide to encompass the horror. ‘Look at this place!’


      Her cackling gave way to a loose, hacking cough. She pressed her chest with one hand for a moment until she recovered, then scooped tears from beneath her eyes with a crooked finger.


      ‘Oh, you poor boy! Joy’s decked this out specially, I can tell. All her own work, you know. You should be flattered! She doesn’t usually go to this much trouble. The last tenants were a sweet young couple. Out of wedlock, though, so she didn’t approve. There was none of this for them.’ She fingered a lace-fringed lampshade with distaste. ‘She must have been saving all these treats for someone she thought deserving of them. A respectable teacher. Are you respectable, Dom?’


      They were in the kitchen now and Mavis was helping herself to wine glasses, knowing just where to find them. From the glint in her eye it was clear which answer she was hoping for, but before he could reply a burst of yapping came from downstairs.


      ‘Beryl’s mutts,’ she murmured. ‘Drive you mad. It’s a wonder someone hasn’t baited them.’


      There was a long pause during which Dom wondered if Mavis was the baiting type. He heard a canary trill further along the hall and the sound made him think again of his grandparents. For a while they’d owned a series of birds and were deeply attached to them, despite complaining about the work it took to look after them — all that seed to clean up, thistles to collect. On afternoon visits he would sit with them in their small sunroom, his grandparents bemoaning their deafness, hearing aids whining and whistling, cranked up to the highest volume, both of them straining to converse over the impossibly loud warble of the canary, singing its heart out, on and on. Those visits always left him exhausted.


      Mavis had poured a generous amount of wine into two glasses. She handed one to Dom.


      ‘Welcome to Morus,’ she said with a merry clink.


      Dom took a sip of the reddish liquid. It tasted strange: spicy and sweet. He couldn’t decide whether the flavour reminded him more of lollies or medicine.


      ‘And welcome,’ Mavis added, ‘to Camelot Mews. Joy named it, of course. So pretentious. She and Stanley built the place and still own half the units.’


      Dom smiled. He was enjoying her company and was disappointed when she downed her glass quickly and declined a second.


      ‘No, I’ve got a tomato chutney on the boil. Ta-ta love.’


      She made for the door, then stopped on the threshold, her finger raised. ‘Sinclair’s Produce is the place to get your toilet paper. Across from the Roper Centre. You’ll have to buy it in bulk and they don’t have any of that recycled stuff, but the supermarket’s always running out. It’s very irritating. Big demand, you see.’


      Dom was confused. ‘Why is there such a big demand for toilet paper?’


      Mavis looked at him as if he was thick. ‘The girls, Dom! Morus has the biggest ratio of females to males in the state. Tell me you’ve noticed that, at least!’


      Dom nodded. ‘How come?’


      She shrugged. ‘Mystery. But you know women and toilet paper, we don’t drip dry like you do.’


      Her eyes flashed with anatomical knowledge and then she was out the door. A few seconds later a blast of Cuban music came tumbling into the hall from her apartment.


      Dom had a shower to the sound of frantic trumpet. Afterwards he put on a load of washing. When night fell, things quietened down over at number 8. He flicked through the local television stations, watching men dressed as leprechauns advertising liquor, men dressed as bulls selling tractors, men dressed as lawyers spruiking personal injury representation.


      He sat for a while on the balcony, where the bricks continued to let off heat into the night. He looked up. The sky was black and dense with stars, their glamour undiluted by the town’s lights. There was no drone of traffic, just the odd car rattling over the bridge. Every now and then a semi-trailer rumbled past in the distance in low gear. In between, everything was quiet and Dom could hear the soft breathing of the river. The inhabitants of Camelot Mews moved about their small kitchens preparing their evening meals. He felt comforted by the ordinary ritual going on around him.


      Following her instructions, Dom heated up Mavis’s casserole, glad of it now he was hungry. Back on the balcony again, nursing the hot dish on a tea towel, he poked a fork into the sauce, fishing for meat, and popped a piece into his mouth. It nearly blew his head off. He polished the rest off slowly, sweating buckets, pausing every now and then to suck in air through his teeth and blow his nose. By the time the dish was empty, he felt cleansed, cool and wide awake.


      Then he remembered the bottle of mulberry wine. He fetched it, unscrewed the cap and poured himself another glass. Really, its claim to be wine was a bit of a stretch, but it was drinkable. The flavour was certainly distinctive. Was he imagining it or was there a hint of night air in its bouquet? He chuckled to himself. In years to come, whenever he bought himself a bottle of Cherubini Mulberry Wine, the first sip would remind him of Morus: a deep sky thick with stars, the warm smell of dry grass and the spread of mulberry trees over a whispering river.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 5

    


    
      My favourite place to draw is under the boat. It’s been in our backyard for as long as I can remember, that’s eleven years at least. Whenever I ask my mother — how long has it been there, how long exactly? — she just shakes her head and lets out a big sigh, which seems to take away all her energy. Sometimes I ask just to watch the effect it has on her, since she hardly ever deflates. I don’t like to ask my father. I wouldn’t want him to take it the wrong way.


      The boat looks like the skeleton of a huge animal, propped up on its spine in the grass above the river. Its thick wooden ribs reach up as if it’s trying to tickle the pepper tree or grab a cloud. It reminds me of the black piano at school. Whenever I lift up the piano’s shiny lid to peek underneath, it has the same wooden insides and warm sawdust smell.


      In the shade of the boat, protected on all sides by tall grass, is my drawing place. Just like Varmint finds hidden places in the garden to sleep, I have made my nest under the boat. I can draw whatever I want and nobody bothers me. The paspalum grows fast, taller than me, until Mum can’t stand it and sends Dad down with the whipper-snipper, but I like the grass when it is jungley. I crouch down in it, smell the clean sap and listen to the insects ticking. When I look up at the grass heads and the clouds mooching past, the boat looks like it’s riding on a sea of paspalum, gliding forward, majestic, with the wind coming up behind it.


      Varmint likes it down here, too, and sometimes she stays with me, scratching her cheeks on tough stems and pumping her jaws at the birds when they torment her from the trees. She practises her hunting on me, her pupils huge as she concentrates on my pencil moving across the paper. Her tail flashes and she pounces and I have to push her away so she flings herself onto the rug. She stretches out in a long fluffy strip, belly up, and then gives me the cutest look from between her paws so I’ll pat her. Then she gets down to the job of cleaning all that fur.


      I’m skilled at drawing cats. Varmint is a good subject and I’ve drawn her heaps of times. As for the boat, I like to draw it at sea even though it’s never felt the ocean, not yet. Docked on its props in the grass it’s done nothing except watch the rise and fall of the Lewis all its life. I feel sorry for it, waiting for water so long. I run my hands along the smooth planks, pat my palm against its ribs to make it feel better. Sometimes I lean in and whisper: Not long now!


      Whenever Hughie comes over we play by the boat. The grass is perfect for making tunnels and cubbies and is flattened easily under a good whipping stick. Hughie reckons paspalum seeds can stick to your skin and sprout. Once we tried harvesting some to see if it was true but they all fell off in the bath before they got a chance to grow. Only one in my armpit looked promising, until I forgot it was there and accidentally scratched it off when I was bored in maths. My mother wouldn’t let a seed grow on me for too long anyway, especially one that looked like a tick. She’s always grabbing me to check if there are ticks crawling in my hair. Hughie says ticks can kill you by burrowing into your head and poisoning your brain. I wish he’d never told Mum that.


      The boat is in the backyard because my father is an Ideas Man. Ideas Men think up great adventures, which is just what George does. A Jack of All Trades, my father likes to call himself, but I’ve heard people call him other names. I’ve heard the sniggering of Mr Roper or Mrs Kelley in Sinclair’s when they don’t know I’m listening, when I’m invisible behind the drums of chemicals or sacks of feed.


      Jack of all trades, master of none!


      The first time I heard Mr Roper say that my whole body stiffened against the heavy sacks of my hiding place. My heart squeezed painfully and I felt my face burn up. Silently, I breathed the dusty smell of hessian and dug my fingernails into the fabric, imagining it was MrRoper.


      Today it happened again, in the newsagent’s. The shop is deep and dark as a cave and stinks of dog from the German shepherd that’s always asleep in the doorway, but I like it. There’s something exciting about all those piles of blank notepads and unused pens and brushes and expensive boxes of watercolours from China. As usual, my father headed straight for the boating magazines while I stopped by the rusty stand of postcards and pretended to be fascinated by the faded pictures of the Lewis while sneaking a look at the more interesting ones with topless women and g-stringed bums. MrNewey looked at me over his glasses from the counter, so I hurried up the back to the pencils. I can spend ages there, testing all the different leads on the little pad of paper, seeing which is the softest, the darkest or the grittiest. I was seeing how well the 4B smudged with my fingertip when MrsNewey came out from behind the birthday cards to glare at me.


      MrsNewey is like a mountain, soft on the outside and hard in the middle. She has a puffy face and red cheeks that trick you into thinking she’s jolly. Today she peered at me with narrow eyes. She looked like a Pontiac potato that had split in the oven. It would be fun to draw MrsNewey, but it would be a not-nice picture.


      After she checked I wasn’t shoplifting she folded her enormous hairy arms and said, ‘So, what’s the latest get-rich-quick scheme?’ She smiled but there was a nasty look in her eye, as if she didn’t believe my family would ever get rich, quickly or slowly. I felt my face go hot and I looked away and shrugged, remembering what my mother said.


      Not everyone has good ideas.


      I hurried back to my father and stood next to him until Mrs Newey took her wobbly, hairy arms back to the lottery counter to dust off the Scratchie droppings. Dad was staring at a picture of a sleek wooden speedboat on Lake Como in Italy. It looked like something James Bond would ride in.


      ‘Can you see us in that, Novi?’ he asked, his big eyes shining with longing behind his glasses. I turned my back on MrsNewey and gave Dad my full attention. Under my T-shirt, the 4B pencil tucked into my shorts felt like a concealed weapon.


      My mother is right. Not everyone has good ideas. After all, I’m the only kid in the whole school who has a boat in his backyard.


      


      Today is Thursday and a stinker, as my mother likes to say. She’s at the shop so Dad and I pick up Hughie from his place and we all drive down to Morus pool. I like going to the pool, which proves my point: I’m not scared of water, it’s just the river I don’t trust.


      The pool is a red-brick fortress surrounded by wire netting and it smells of chlorine, wet concrete and Redskins. I love the shape of it, its perfect aqua cube. The way all that water is held so neat and safe in its concrete shell.


      This afternoon the place is packed. Hughie and I test each other to see who can stay underwater the longest. We take deep breaths and let ourselves sink, pumping our arms until we reach the bottom and sit cross-legged on the floor. Eyes open, I look into the blue distance at all the thrashing legs. A string of bubbles trails from my nose. I wait until Hughie’s eyes start to bug out — he always has to shoot to the top first. I go on sitting there as long as I can because it is so peaceful on the bottom of the swimming pool. The feel of all that water pressing down. The quiet, all sounds dull and far away. The blue filtered light. This is what it must be like on the deep ocean floor. Hughie says drowning is supposed to be the most peaceful way to die. Once the struggle and panic are over, of course, and I suppose that would be true if you drowned at the bottom of Morus pool. But I know the river rose up and clamped its jaws around my grandfather, dragging him under the floodwater like some giant prehistoric monster. No matter how many pictures I draw I can’t change that. I don’t believe Nonno’s death was peaceful.


      After we drop Hughie off we head back home and I go straight down to my nest in the shade. I feel safe here, even when I’m drawing not-nice pictures. There have been a lot of those lately. That’s why I’ve been spending so much time down here.


      When I need to draw, it feels like something inside me is being squeezed, like when I walk through the paperbarks down to the swimming hole and the cicadas are all around me, their voices like a throbbing heart. My heart starts throbbing, too, as though there are cicadas inside me, bursting to escape and join the others in the trees. Then I draw a picture and they fly off. For a while the pressure goes away. But they always creep back when I’m not looking. Before long their little drum bodies start to hum and I need to draw again.


      This afternoon I draw a spring picture. The mulberries are long and black, weighing down the branches, and some kids, me and Hughie included, fill plastic containers. Our mouths are gory from the feast — we look like flesh-eating zombies on a rampage. With blood-coloured hands and feet we stagger home to our screaming mothers and are banished to bathtubs while the berries are trapped under pastry or boiled into jam. Birds fly overhead and land in the trees to gorge themselves. In the distance, a tiny clothesline is hung with purple-spotted sheets. A woman shakes a broom at the sky and I am pleased because even though she’s so tiny in the corner of the page I have managed to capture the anger in my mother’s face.


      I draw another picture. This time it’s me in another life — the cold English countryside at dawn. Here we carry large baskets for leaves instead of berries and fill them with green under a purple sky. At this time of the day the leaves are moist and tender, the best food for fussy silkworms. My mother leads us in a song to keep our spirits up.


      
        Here we go round the mulberry bush


        The mulberry bush, the mulberry bush


        Here we go round the mulberry bush


        On a cold and frosty morning.

      


      I draw another picture. Nonno, caught under a tangle of branches at the bottom of the river. It’s one of my not-nice pictures but I can’t help it. Once it’s out the pressure in me fades, like sitting in the bath and pulling out the plug; a kind of draining. The cicadas in my chest fly off. Without them I feel calm, also empty and alone.


      My neck is stiff. It aches from leaning over the page so long. I drop the pencil and rub my left hand to encourage blood back into it.


      The cicadas will be back. They never stay away long. Already I sense a tickle, the few beating wings of the ones who are always there, the ones who keep the nest warm and welcome back the others.


      I can hear my father hammering in the shed. The sun is angling off. Mum will be home from the shop soon. I take another look at the picture of Nonno. I won’t show my parents this one. I’ll put it away with the others.


      Investigators do this. They keep things to themselves until the time is right, until the final moment when all the clues come together and nobody can argue with them. Until they can prove beyond reasonable doubt who the murderer is.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 6

    


    
      Mira was only a casual at the fruit shop but her boss, Tony, often disappeared when it was quiet and left her to look after things. She liked the responsibility; resented that he didn’t pay her more. Today, he’d given some excuse about landscapers coming to the house but she didn’t believe it, not in this heat. More likely he was escaping to the Roper Centre to wallow in the air-conditioning.


      Not that she could blame him. It was hideously hot. The town was like a furnace, hunkered down silently as though waiting for a giant timer to ping and announce it thoroughly cooked. The day dragged by and for most of it she accomplished very little. There were hardly any customers. On days like this everyone shopped at the Centre, putting up with inferior fruit and vegetables, chemically ripened, weeks old and trucked halfway across the country, simply to enjoy some cool relief and perhaps a donut and a browse through the CD bargain bins. There was no point restacking the shelves. Waves of baked air were rolling in from the footpath and she could only watch as the produce shrank and decomposed around her. Alone, she couldn’t linger in the cool-room so instead she armed herself with a water-sprayer and perched on a stool by the refrigerated herb shelf, trying to revive herself and the wilting greenery she supplied to the shop with regular squirts of cool mist.


      For hours she sat there, flattened. Her thoughts drifted to the new teacher and his suggestion of an art program for Novi, but not even this little spark of hope could withstand the crushing heatwave. By the afternoon Mira felt as though she was suspended in a giant web, paralysed, destined to become some vile creature’s evening meal. Self-pity took hold as she began thinking of her father, missing him. When Tony finally returned at four o’clock he took one look at her and felt guilty enough to let her go home early.


      She drove as fast as she could into the hills. After ten minutes the Morus basin was far below her. In the cover of dense forest it was cooler and she sipped at the rushing air while strands of hair escaped her ponytail and flew around her head in a maddening tangle. Sitting tall, she stole a look at herself in the rear-vision mirror.


      Shocker.


      Collapsing back against the seat she swore to cut off all her hair, just hand the scissors to George and order him to hack it into a messy waif style — she was so sick of its unbearable weight. As the road became steeper she nursed the resolve vehemently (she couldn’t stand her hair, she would cut it off), and yet she knew she’d never go through with it. Wondering how such determination could vanish so easily she found herself accelerating right past her house. She decided to continue up the road towards the winery; a quick dose of the mulberry groves and a walk through the vineyard would make her feel better. The new owners were used to her visits now. Besides, they could get stuffed if they didn’t like it.


      Another five minutes and she turned into the winery’s long driveway, recently graded by the new owners, something her father never had the money to do. When she was a girl, each trip to town had been a wild ride over potholes and snaking furrows till eventually the poor ute’s suspension was obliterated. The same cracked vinyl pinched her legs now as it had back then, when she’d bounced on the seat beside her father. He had a habit of stuffing odd socks into the cracks of the upholstery as the foam fell out; there was no telling how many she was sitting on. Anyone else would be annoyed to discover an unpaired sock, but Umberto would wave his high and say, ‘Another one for the seat!’ Glancing down, Mira spied a chink of pale ribbed fabric. She reached out and touched it with her finger. Her heart soared. Her eyes stung with tears and she wiped them, remembering how embarrassed she used to be by this cracked seat, how she hated her friends to see it, even Diana. Being poor was almost as humiliating as being a wog with garlic breath. But Diana didn’t care, she did speech and drama eisteddfods, which came with their own set of humiliations: ‘At least you’re not posh,’ she used to point out.


      The ute rattled noisily, even on this newly razed surface. It was a bomb, but she’d never get rid of it, not now, even if they could afford a new one. Its seat of socks was far too precious.


      Sun struck the dusty windscreen and for a moment she was blinded. Slowing, she gripped the steering wheel and relied on her knowledge of the track until the car was engulfed in shade again. She drove through bush and dappled sunlight before shuddering around one final corrugated bend. Before her, hundreds of mulberry trees ran in wobbly rows like fat green beads draped over the slopes. It was such a familiar sight, as intimate as the contours of her own body. She felt the landscape filling her in, making her substantial again. This odd, ordered plantation had been her home. It explained who she was and within it she made sense.


      Here, Umberto had raised her on stories of her grandfather and his mulberry tree experiments. It was her grandfather’s dream of becoming a silk farmer that had led him to plant the different varieties of mulberry, grafting hybrids, testing which were most suited to the climate and which were best for silkworm food. Because of Umberto, Mira knew that white-mulberry leaves produced the best silk, although the black variety proved the hardiest and most resistant to drought. And because of him she knew that dust could turn a silkworm — the fussiest of creatures — off its food; a number of early silk ventures had failed simply because mulberry groves were planted alongside dirt roads and the dust had rendered the leaves inedible. A silkworm’s delicate constitution used to spark one of Umberto’s favourite stories. He would always be bursting to tell it, but he managed to adopt a grave tone to begin with, to draw Mira in.


      My father’s neighbour, he tried and tried to raise silkworms, but he had no luck. Time after time the worms turned sick. They refused to eat. They refused to grow. And this neighbour would scratch his head in confusion and pull his beard in frustration. He tried everything but nothing seemed to help.


      At this point in the telling, unable to contain himself, Umberto’s long moustache would start twitching like a couple of silkworms itself. Do you know why the caterpillars wouldn’t grow? Why they felt so sick?


      Of course she knew. He’d been wheeling this one out ever since she was still small enough to curl up in his lap, but she obliged him anyway.


      Bad breath.


      That’s right! Bad breath! he’d crow, whacking his big hands together with glee. Despite his amusement, Mira always thought it a sad story. The poor neighbour was a friendly fellow but famous for his halitosis, made all the worse by a set of woefully unhealthy teeth. He and his teenage wife had come to Morus at the turn of the century as part of a small wave of silk pioneers and were meticulous farmers. They fussed over their caterpillars, diligently cleaned out their trays, were zealous in guarding them against ants and wasps, and handpicked the choicest mulberry leaves, drying them carefully to protect the stock from damp. Despite all this their silkworms languished. Hardly any reached maturity and those that did spun only weak silk.


      After a while they wondered if they’d been struck by the dreaded pébrine, a disease that had devastated the silk industry in Europe, gradually wiping out all of the native silkworms there. Australia was an isolated island at the edge of the world and this was one of the reasons a silk movement had begun; there was a voracious European demand for uncontaminated silk and eggs.


      Suddenly the community was in a panic. Pébrine was contagious, and an outbreak would mean the end of silk for all of them. They called a village meeting, gathering together on the riverbank where the bowling club now stood, and they turned to Mira’s grandfather. He had been raised in a silk village in Italy and was the only one among them who had seen pébrine damage first hand. Stroking his long moustache — a style and gesture later handed down to his son Umberto — he suggested that before they worried themselves any further he should inspect the caterpillars himself.


      And so he set off to his neighbours’ property with clean spectacles and a heavy heart. If any family were to suffer from a pébrine plague it would be his. He had invested all his money in establishing the largest mulberry farm in the area, buying tracts of cheap bush, clearing it to plant saplings and setting up an irrigation system. Like the others, he was convinced silk would be the next boom industry in the colony of New South Wales. Their village was destined for greatness. One day, Morus would be known as the silk capital of Australia.


      After examining the stock he was able to reassure his neighbours that their silkworms did not display the pepper-like spots of pébrine. But after spending a good half hour confined to the magnanerie, leaning with his neighbour over trays of caterpillars and hearing at close range his anxious tale of woe, he suspected what the problem was. Given that silkworms were highly sensitive creatures, it was probably the horrendous breath of their keeper that was doing the damage, and the situation was no doubt made worse by the man constantly peering at them, muttering to himself and sighing despairingly into their trays.


      Mira’s grandfather was in a fix. What could he do? He was too much of a gentleman to humiliate the man, so instead he suggested there might be something in the air at the farm, some noxious vapour or gaseous emission from the earth that created a bad climate for silkworms. He suggested smoking the magnanerie with smouldering branches of eucalyptus, a remedy he knew to have a magical effect on caterpillars, encouraging them to be strong and disease free.


      The neighbour took his advice but it soon became clear not even eucalyptus smoke was powerful enough to cleanse the air and improve the stock. Eventually the couple gave up harvesting silk and turned their efforts to dairying. Cows fed on mulberry leaves yield wonderful milk and at last the couple enjoyed success. They died years later, Umberto told Mira, prosperous and content, proving that cows really were hardy creatures able to tolerate the foulest odours imaginable.


      Reaching the winery, Mira pulled onto the grass, stopping in a patch of shade a good distance from the main building. She opened the door but stayed in her seat, not quite steady enough to encounter a semi-stranger who tolerated her presence with a polite smile and nervous eyes. The new owners thought she was deranged. Perhaps she was. Grief could do that to a person.


      The whitewashed sheds flushed amber in the westerly sun. Further down the hill, beyond the vines and the mulberry terraces, flowed the river, a blinding reflection this time of day. The mulberries were yellowish and their leaves tinged with brown, evidence of the drought, yet they seemed as resilient as ever. Mira tried to imagine her grandfather standing here on the rise admiring his flourishing trees. How triumphant he must have felt to see his mulberries thrive in this crazy climate when so many other crops around the country were failing! His plantation defied drought, flood and poor soil and his silkworms were spinning fine thread. Despite all this a silk industry failed to eventuate. The men in government were from a land of sheep, not silkworms. Their vision was a wheat-swept, sheep-dipped country and silk seemed as far-fetched a notion to them as wine. While his neighbours cut down their mulberry trees and turned the land to other uses, Mira’s grandfather was unable to give up his dream of silk, even in the face of debt. Years later, Umberto found he couldn’t destroy the trees either, not after his father had nurtured them for so long.


      Mira had loved that about her father, his unwillingness to abandon things. Unlike her mother. She’d left when Mira was four. Apparently she couldn’t stand Australia and went back home to Italy. Then it was just the two of them; her and Papa. She followed him everywhere, through the groves as he pruned and hung the branches with netting, through the vines as he dusted for fungus and tended to the ancient irrigation system. In the dim light of the sheds she helped stir bark and herbs and peel into copper barrels, adjusting the distillates as they dripped through their curly glass tubing. It was an easy relationship: he was full of stories, she full of curiosity. ‘What was Nonno like, Papa?’


      ‘Well, he was an old man by the time I was born. Stubborn. Passionate about his silkworms. I was the youngest, so I was his little helper.’


      ‘Like me!’


      ‘That’s it. I spent more time with him than anyone and I was the only one who really understood him. It was my job to pick the mulberry leaves and chop them up. I tell you, I loved watching those silkworms eat! Munch and munch and grow and grow from a speck to the size of your finger! They went through baskets and baskets of leaves and the sound was like putting your ear to a soft drink, an endless fizzing through the whole barn! Then they’d do their little dance and spin their golden thread.’


      ‘Golden?’


      ‘Unless you fed them beetroot leaves and then you had pink silk. We did all sorts of experiments. But a diet of pure mulberry makes the nicest silk. And then came the best part — most of the cocoons we boiled up to unravel the thread but there were always some my father would leave for the eggs. And inside each of those cocoons a two-inch caterpillar would fold in on itself, dissolve and then change into a whole new creature — a moth! To fly and mate and lay its eggs by moonlight. Nature’s magic trick! And think, sweetheart — we’re as much a part of nature as any caterpillar. If they can transform themselves, why not us?’


      When Mira was older she learned the sadder details, how one by one her father’s brothers and sister moved away to try more dependable work in sugar cane and hydroponics. Soon Umberto was the only Cherubini grub left in the tray, listening to his father’s rants about Australia’s silk destiny and trying to console his long-suffering mother.


      They survived by selling off land, but the price was low because of the mulberry trees that needed clearing. They had a few other crops: vegetables and fruit and a small vineyard. As well as table wine, Umberto’s mother made her own Amaro-style digestif and a sweet mulberry wine that was popular among her women friends, although she could never afford the licence for commercial production. Wine helped her to sleep at night and forget about silk, which had become nothing more than an extravagant hobby for her husband. His cocoons and thread continued to win awards in Italy and Ireland and every time an envelope with an exotic-looking stamp arrived in the mail, enclosing some paltry sum in prize money, she threw up her hands in despair. It was just another reason for him to retreat into the magnanerie and attend to his silkworms at the expense of everything else. When she died they buried her in a raw wood coffin, all they could afford. Peering inside to say goodbye, Umberto saw that she barely touched the sides; her body had shrunk to nothing but a sinewy skein of worry, yet she was dressed in a shimmering gown made from the finest silk outside Milan.


      Because of this, Umberto couldn’t leave Morus like the others had. After school he stayed on to help run the farm, expanding the vegetable plots and the orchard. A few stints in Queensland cutting cane earned him good money and when his father died he faced a decision. His siblings told him to get rid of the place. ‘Start fresh, Umberto! Give yourself a chance,’ his sister urged; she was a legal secretary in Lismore now, with four children and little nostalgia for the land. His three brothers had farms of their own but harboured bitter memories of their childhood. ‘You think you owe it to him to stay?’ his eldest brother scoffed. ‘All the old man cared about was himself. He drove Mum to the drink and it killed her — don’t let it kill you, too. Come and work for me, we always need farmhands.’


      But Umberto didn’t want to be a farmhand. He had a plan. He would sell the orchard and the remaining land, all except the black mulberry terraces and the vineyard. His brother was dumbfounded when he heard this. ‘Che cazzo! What will you do with it?’


      ‘I’ll be a winemaker,’ Umberto said.


      


      Mira looked over at the sheds, now in full-scale production. She had no doubt her father would have succeeded if the accident hadn’t happened. With more time he could have cleared his debts and restored the Cherubini name in a clever adaptation of his father’s original vision. His very own transformation trick. Instead, at the age of sixty, he drowned. That was six years ago, in the terrible flood of 1990.


      How it happened, nobody knew. Most likely the soft riverbank gave way as he was inspecting the damage to his irrigation system. His poor old body was found days later, snagged on debris on the other side of Morus. The Lewis hit record levels that year and the town was declared a natural disaster area. A once in a hundred years storm. Many people lost everything. Mira had to remind herself that wasn’t the case for her, but on days like today it felt like it.


      The rest unfolded like a bad dream. The men appeared on her veranda days after the funeral with solemn faces and sharp eyes; they made their offer knowing she needed a quick sale to settle her father’s debts. Gerard Roper, her father’s old business partner, brokered the deal. He thought he was doing her a favour, but Mira still hated him for it. Her father had pioneered a boutique liqueur business and his Amaro had sparked interest in the European market; the buyers were well aware of this. They stood in her kitchen, too warm in their woollen suits, speaking gently, politely, and yet unable to hide their eagerness at her misfortune.


      Although the sale was inevitable Mira couldn’t help feeling winded. She struggled for breath at the kitchen table. Everything her father had worked towards was about to be swallowed up and she felt swallowed up with it, consumed by something vast and ruthless and hollow, something that erased her childhood and left her to rattle alone in a hostile landscape. Gerard, the buyers, she blamed them all. It felt good to blame someone.


      The kitchen had been bright with sun that afternoon, the first sun after weeks of rain, and the men hovered at the edges, sweating in silence while she clutched her forehead and sobbed for half an hour. They didn’t have to stay but they did, dripping respectfully while she wept her heart out. She couldn’t bring herself to offer them so much as a glass of water, not that they cared. It wasn’t water they were after.


      There was no sign of life at the sheds. Mira retied her ponytail, jumped down from the ute and crossed the lawn. The new people kept the place looking much as Umberto had: whitewashed brick walls (freshly coated), corrugated-iron roof (gutters now fixed), big double doors painted the colour of mulberries. Quaintness was part of the products’ appeal and the new owners understood how to make the most of it: Made to an old Italian recipe, fed by freshwater springs and infused with nourishing natural ingredients was how they advertised the Amaro. All true enough. She pictured the dark contents of the vats inside, grapes foaming and crushing, pressing and mingling. As a girl she liked to climb the steel ladder and peer in, entranced by the colour, rich as blood.


      She walked slowly down through the trees, gazing tenderly at their weeping boughs. The curved symmetry of their planting satisfied something in her she couldn’t explain. Feeling bold, she made her way around the back of the house to the kitchen garden. The plot was still there but it had shrunk somewhat; it obviously received nothing near her father’s level of attention. He used to grow all their vegetables, as well as most of the herbs for his Amaro infusion, and Mira had spent hours in the garden as a child, helping to weed and mulch, turning over the compost to see the worms flipping and pulsating in terror, pink and shiny like the rude part of a tomcat. She’d hide among the tall tepees of tangled beans and tomatoes, crunching on them raw, shelling peas to devour the sweet little balls. Carrots took forever to grow and she was always in trouble for pulling them up prematurely, impatient to see their pointed, hairy toes.


      At the lavender hedge she plucked a handful of soft leaves and crushed them between her fingers to release their pungent oil. She inhaled deeply. It was one of the herbal notes in the Amaro, warm yet astringent. The digestif was a blend of mulberries, grapes and herbs originating from the northern Italian countryside, with some spices added for a dash of mystique, aniseed being the most obvious. The whole complicated production process required five infusions, four distillations and several pressings and the result was a dark, syrupy tonic appreciated for its complex flavour and cleansing aftertaste. Her father always served it at the end of a meal in slender glasses, each with a single ice cube.


      The mulberry wine, on the other hand, was dreadful stuff, cheap and cheerful — if sweet and sickly amounted to the same thing, Mira always thought. There was nothing at all challenging about it except battling a sugar-induced hangover the next day. She shuddered just thinking of it. Her first drunken binge had been on mulberry wine at the age of sixteen and that one foray had made her so horribly sick she hadn’t been able to touch it since. Goosebumps rose on her arms despite the full force of the afternoon sun doing its best to boil her in her own skin. I should go, she thought, it’s time for a swim. She would drag Novi away from his drawings and take him down to the swimming hole. Maybe the heat would entice him into the water this time.


      Walking back to the ute, she thought it was probably just as well she’d never become heiress to a mulberry-wine empire when she could barely bring herself to smell the stuff. It was bad enough having a shed full of it at home — boxes and boxes of green bottles with lurid purple labels stacked to the rafters. They had arrived as a gift from the new owners once the sale of the business had been settled. Delivered on a truck, the fifty crates of mulberry wine had been unloaded, put away and ignored ever since. Not one bottle opened in six years.


      She paused at the top of the hill, turned one last time and gazed back down at the river. Trees hid the bank, but she knew the old rowboat was still moored there, upside down and covered in leaves. The grey knotted rope still hung from one of the branches over the deep water. Everything was just as it always had been. It simply belonged to someone else now.


      She climbed into the ute and drove home.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 7

    


    
      Before bed, I coax the boat story out of my mother. I lean against the pillows with my pad and pencil ready and Mum sits down on the end of my bed and stretches her toes, frowning for a second at their chipped red polish. Then she begins. ‘Well, your dad always wanted to sail. He caught the fever young. Actually, he was about your age that first summer he went to stay with Uncle Alan at the marina.’


      ‘Where is Uncle Alan?’


      ‘Borneo, I think, hanging out with the orangutans.’


      ‘I want to hang out with orangutans!’


      ‘Anyway,’ she says, giving me a stern look, ‘your dad always had an interest in boats, but really it was an interest in all things that went. Back then he had two passions: Superman and dirt-bikes, because both of these went like mad. Then he spent a week on Uncle Alan’s boat, helping to make it seaworthy. And in that week something powerful was stirred up inside him; he felt it as soon as he stepped aboard that thirty-footer. Under his feet the boat heaved like an animal on the swell and suddenly he found himself riding something more exciting than a dirt-bike. It was alive and surging and unpredictable —’


      ‘The sea!’


      She nods. ‘He felt that deep, untamed water beneath him, heard the otherworldly lap of waves against the hull, smelled the fresh varnish drying on the wood and at that moment he had his first epiphany — he would be a sailor one day, he knew it, he felt it in his bones. It breached some sort of dam within him because after that the epiphanies started flowing thick and fast for your dad. Do you remember what an epiphany is?’


      I shrug.


      ‘A revelation. A burst of clarity.’ As she explains she pulls her hair over her shoulder to search for split ends. ‘Most people only ever experience one or two and it gives their life new meaning, inspires them to head in a whole different direction. But with your dad they’ve been striking him like a great big gong all his life. Whenever a good idea hits he just has to follow it. He gets consumed by projects but he also finds it difficult to complete them. It’s impossible! Just as the execution is underway, the inspiration strikes again. And the inspiration is always irresistible.


      ‘Now, before you were born, he discovered pawpaw. Pawpaw extract, to be precise. He heard it held fantastic healing properties and that they’d been using it in the tropics for centuries to treat all sorts of ailments. It was available here but it suffered from weak concentrations and poor marketing; you could find the odd jar in the health food shop next to the witch hazel and the aluminium-free deodorant, but the only people who bought it were hippies. And this was where your dad’s idea took shape. He would create the most powerful pawpaw extract there was, a product that would revolutionise the home medicine cabinets of the west! His vision was to create a product more popular than aspirin and a hundred times more useful.’


      I want to ask a question about hippies, but I can see she’s on a roll so I keep quiet.


      ‘His research told him that pawpaw trees thrive in tropical climates and are easy to harvest — all good news. Then he stumbled across something that not many people know about. There is one particular type of pawpaw tree that produces fruit with the most potent healing enzymes and it grows in a remote section of jungle on the Javanese coastline. This was a sign. In order to get to that section of coastline, he would need a boat.


      ‘Now, despite your dad’s tendency to get sidetracked, he still had a deep devotion to sailing and he set about building the boat in such a frenzy that he finished the frame in just two months. It looked like we’d be setting sail for Indonesia within the year …’


      The dry state of my mother’s hair distracts her for a minute. I nudge her with my foot. ‘Then what?’


      She looks up, flicks back her hair and gives me a smile. ‘Well! Building a boat is a major project! It can take a long time. But when it’s done we’ll be off like a shot. We’ll stock it up and pack our bags and sail off into the sunset.’


      ‘What about Varmint?’


      ‘She’s coming. Every boat needs a cat, to keep away the rats.’


      I love hearing this story, even though my mother doesn’t always have the strength to tell it. Afterwards I lie in bed drawing albatrosses and pirates, tsunamis and giant squids and the cicadas in my chest all shiver at once.


      Dad has had other plans, all of them the Big One destined to Crack the Jackpot and Make a Killing. For a while my parents grew miniature vegetables for fancy restaurants in the city because in Sydney people will kill for a carrot the size of a pinkie finger or a zucchini you can eat in one bite without getting olive oil on your lips. Another time they planned to set up a health retreat where my mother could teach yoga and they’d grow organic food and cook healthy vegetarian meals. They almost bought the old Sinclair’s Produce shed when the business moved next to the Roper Centre — they were going to polish up the floorboards and add on a big dormitory. They said I could help paint the inside a soothing colour. For a while, Hughie and I rode our bikes over to the empty shed on weekends to sneak in through one of the unlocked windows. It was spooky in there, all dark and cobwebby. Hughie reckoned the room was a secret alien landing pad, because of all the weird black circles on the floorboards. I could tell that they were only marks where someone had painted over lots of drums or something, without putting newspaper down first. Still, there were hundreds of them and I had to admit they looked suspicious.


      My parents didn’t end up buying the old Sinclair’s place. After hundreds of attempts at cooking tofu — all tested on me, unfortunately — they gave up on that one because not even my mother could make it taste any good. No matter how hard she tried to like it, tofu made her gag; it was the texture, she said. The time she served us scrambled tofu for breakfast, my father and I tried to smile as we put it on our forks, but just as we decided it actually wasn’t too bad she grabbed our plates, threw them out the window and retched into the sink. After that she stopped teaching yoga and got the job at the fruit shop.


      Miniature vegetables and health retreats didn’t seem to have much to do with sailing, but I knew Dad hadn’t forgotten the boat. Sometimes he spent all weekend in the shed, sanding and planing and clamping things together. I liked to think of the boat as an old bear hibernating in a cave, almost dead but not quite, its heart beating slowly and its lungs taking an occasional silent breath. My father’s tinkering was like massaging the limbs of a coma patient, helping to keep the circulation going for when the body wakes up again. Because I knew for certain, I knew it in my bones, that one day the boat would come to life.


      Then, at the end of last year, my father discovered wild yams. It was the sign of life I’d been waiting for. Our new plan is this: when the boat is finished we are going to sail to New Guinea to get on board the yam trade and make a fortune. There’s an untapped gold mine in wild yams that grow in the remote highland villages and can be boiled down to make a kind of medicine for women and their menopause. My mother says menopause is when women’s bodies stop sending down eggs from their ovaries, which means they can’t have any more babies, and their bodies can’t decide if they’re happy or sad about it. She says wild yams are brilliant because they’re natural and balance you right out. Since the Yam Plan, Dad has started taking stock of all the bits of timber and old windows and things he’s collected over the years and stored behind the shed. Before dinner he’s been bringing out the old boat plans and adding ideas at the kitchen table. Mum wants the inside to look like a gypsy caravan, with dark polished wood and velvet cushions and drapey curtains. She also wants a long window box to grow fresh herbs because she can’t stand the dried stuff. Even a long trip at sea, she says, is no excuse for dried basil.


      I want a porthole in the bottom. I want to lie down and look through it and watch the sharks and giant gropers and stingrays below. I like the idea of looking right down deep. Right down to the ocean floor.


      


      Often the cicadas won’t let me sleep at night, even when the ones outside have fallen still. I lie awake in the dark feeling them twitch and creep around in my chest while I watch the shadow patterns in the trees outside my window. When the moon is bright I see the river in the trees, the way it moves, the leaves lapping and gulping, trying to decide if they are hungry or full. The Lewis is like that. It swallows its secrets but every now and then it offers them up, too. That’s why I have to pay attention.


      On still nights I hear the river whispering. After a while the whisper drags me out of bed. I leave Varmint asleep in a warm ball and make my way through the dark house. It’s late, but like the cicadas the house doesn’t really sleep. Each floorboard creaks hello. The walls crack and breathe. On the roof I hear twigs drop and the scratch of tiny clawed feet. Night time is when the carpet snake hunts for rats in the rafters and it sounds thick and heavy as it moves around up there. Sometimes I hear squeaks as it catches its prey. Dad says the snake has been living in our house longer than we have, but it’s been years since any of us have seen it. It’s harmless — unless you’re a rat. All of these sounds are familiar and make the darkness less scary. When I get to the kitchen I switch on the light and pour myself a glass of orange juice from the fridge. Then I sit down at the table and draw.


      My night pictures are always the clearest. When it’s quiet I can explore the river for hours, fixing myself in different places and studying what’s around me. Everywhere my mother’s stories rise like mist, stories of before I was born, of settlers and silk and wine, stories of my grandfather and his father, too.


      I was five when the river murdered Nonno. I was only in kindergarten but I remember him. He looked after me in the afternoons when my mother was working and my father had a boat to help with or a house to paint. My memories of him are all summery, little golden scraps that fall apart under my fingers. At night I make a collection of my memories on paper. I want to do this before they fall to bits completely and there is nothing left of Nonno and me.


      I remember going on walks past the back garden, holding onto his hand. His hands were as huge as bear paws, with silvery hairs sprouting from the brown leathery skin. I have a clear picture of that in my mind, my grandfather’s big hands.


      On our walks he showed me that the river has secrets. He showed me water dragons and turtles sunbaking on the bank, rats rustling in the bamboo thicket, squiggly patterns left in eucalyptus bark from insects, fish gasping at the surface of the water when the river was low. Once we hunted for tadpoles in the billabong; we were going to put them in a bucket and watch them grow legs and turn into frogs but we couldn’t find any. I remember Nonno looking around the billabong, frowning and stroking his moustache, wondering where all the frogs had gone.


      Afterwards, back at home, I made pictures with the pencils and paper Nonno gave me. He told me how Morus had changed since he was a kid. He said I should draw everything I saw around me because it might not be there forever. Like the frogs, I suppose. Like Nonno.


      With Nonno I could get away with almost anything but there was one thing he would never let me do. He wouldn’t let me swim in the river, even on the hottest day, no matter how much I begged. He couldn’t save me if I got into trouble, he said. Instead we walked, trying to spot the koel. It called from the top of the highest trees, always hidden among the leaves. Nonno would lift me onto his shoulders but I never saw it, even though it was close by, whooping loudly in our ears. I wish I was a koel. It has the best view over the river, perched so high. No wonder it whoops so much, it sees everything from up there. It must have a lot to report on.


      Once on our walk we came across hundreds of silver-bellied fish washed up on the riverbank. I remember running up to them, I couldn’t believe our luck! I wanted to take one home to cook for dinner but Nonno wouldn’t let me. He wouldn’t let me pick one up or touch one or even poke one with a stick. I started crying then, but not because of the fish. It was the look on my grandfather’s face as he stared at the river. The fear in his eyes made me feel frightened, too.


      There is another memory like this one. It’s a hot day and I’m thirsty. There is nothing to drink at the river. I am walking behind Nonno, taking giant steps to reach my feet into his footprints, when the koel begins to call very close and I look up. Suddenly my foot slips. Everything cartwheels as I tumble into the water. But before I feel the splash I find myself swinging from my wrist in a bear grip. My grandfather’s whole body is leaning out over the water, holding me tight. Be careful! he shouts and I am terrified. Sparks seem to fly from the ends of his grey moustache and his eyes are wide, boring into me. All the while the koel is whooping madly. Be careful of the river, he says again, shaking me now. Promise me, Novi! My wrist is hurting but I manage to nod and he pulls me close. Then he begins to sob. Big gulps shake his body and I shake with him, pressed into his chest.


      This is the last memory I have of Nonno before he died.


      Ever since then I’ve wondered what it is about the river that made Nonno so afraid, a man with bear paws and shoulders you could sit on and reach up into the trees, a man whose sobs crushed me like I was a curl of bark. I have to look more closely. There must be some clue I’m missing.


      Each year at the beginning of summer the koel starts up and I think of Nonno. It’s as if the bird is my grandfather, wanting to know if I’ve found the evidence yet, making sure I don’t forget what happened to him. Over the months the call changes, a secret bird-language for me to unscramble. I draw the koel along the river, trying to see what it sees. I chase it all over Morus and through the stories my mother has told me but I can’t figure it out. By the end of summer the koel is frantic with its message and I am frantic to make sense of it. It is frustratingly hard. I try picture after picture.


      When autumn comes the koel disappears and the river is quiet again. That’s when I do my collecting, scavenging for clues along the bank. I lay them out on the shelves in my bedroom — feathers and stones, bark and insect hulls, leaves and see-through tubes of snake skin — and draw them. Last year my parents gave me a microscope for Christmas. It was the best present ever, because now I can look at each piece of my collection even more closely, times six and times twelve. It’s amazing, the patterns I have discovered under the lens, the way a leaf looks like skin and a feather looks like fish scales. It makes my insides twitter and churn because I feel like I’m finally on to something.


      Maybe that’s why the cicadas have made a nest in me. Now that I’m so close to proving it was the river that murdered Nonno they have moved in to help. They beat their wings impatiently, encouraging me to race through my pictures like a detective flipping through photos. They don’t like it when I rest.


      But it isn’t photos I need. Photos only show what’s on the surface, they can’t show what my microscope can, what’s buried underneath. At night, in the kitchen, I try to capture these deeper patterns, the patterns linking the koel and the river, my grandfather and me. It’s slow going. Sometimes I sit there for hours.


      Every now and then the fridge shudders into life and carries on for a while. Sometimes I am interrupted by my parents. Their sleep sounds drift down the hallway to me: my father snoring, my mother muttering. Sometimes Mum laughs or says whole sentences from her dreams; her dreams always sound like hard work. Sometimes my father stumbles out to the toilet for a torrential piss. Afterwards he wanders half asleep into the bright kitchen, naked, hairy and confused. Without his glasses he looks younger and sort of fuzzy. Without his clothes he looks like a yowie. He clutches his goosebumped arms and squints at me in a rumpled way, then puts my mother’s shawl over my shoulders, kisses me on my head and lumbers back to bed, his feet slapping on the floorboards.


      And I am left alone again to draw.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 8

    


    
      Dom sat in the principal’s office and listened as Malcolm Donaldson explained how it was for small public schools. ‘We are terribly under-resourced. We never catch up. Even with fastidious budgeting there’s barely enough money for basic stationery and photocopying needs. We depend on fundraisers simply to cover costs — spellathons, walkathons, raffles, fetes — these are crucial events on the school calendar now.’ Malcolm sighed and tossed his pen onto the desk. ‘Allocating money is by far the most stressful aspect of my job.’


      Dom studied him. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with an angular face and the mottled complexion of someone from generations of weather-beaten Anglo farmers. He’d been principal of Morus Primary for ten years and a senior teacher for five years prior to that. Dom thought he looked as though he could do with a good lie-down, a decent holiday, a long spell by a swimming pool under a palm tree. His forehead was etched with deep lines that crept like a desert into his thin, grey-blond hair. Years of fiscal manoeuvring had given him those lines; they were scars that would never fade. It was exhausting just to look at him.


      Malcolm had been an approachable and encouraging boss so far, but the state of his office didn’t bode well for Dom’s request for funds. Among the framed photos of family and pets cluttering his desk there were mountains of merit certificates requiring his signature, chequebooks poking out of a calico bag and masses of departmental correspondence he surely had no hope of getting through. Industry leaflets and brochures multiplied beside a tall filing cabinet crammed so full it couldn’t be closed. Documents were stacked into sagging towers across the carpet. A single loyal plant drooped pathetically in the corner, deeply aware of its neglect. Dom sensed that if there was any spare money in the coffers the school would probably invest it first in a few extra cupboards. He gave it his best shot anyway.


      ‘Surely we can offer Novi something?’


      Malcolm rested his elbows on the uneven spread of paper in front of him. The look he gave Dom was sympathetic. ‘Well, that depends. What can you offer him, Dominic?’


      That was the problem. Dom wasn’t sure.


      The phone rang. Malcolm ignored it. ‘Plenty of kids would benefit from the special attention you’re talking about, but it’s hand-to-mouth around here, I’m afraid. Any money we have has to benefit everyone. It’s big-picture stuff and Novi is small picture.’


      Dom was crestfallen. But he gave it one last try. ‘Can we really say that? Novi is extremely talented — he deserves something, Malcolm.’


      The phone stopped ringing. Malcolm shrugged. ‘Novi’s lucky. He has support at home. Parents who love him, who want him, who look after him. He has an outlet for expression. Plenty of kids have a lot less. They’re the ones I have to worry about.’


      The phone rang again. After a few seconds Jean poked her head around the corner, acknowledged Dom’s presence with a wink and said, ‘It’s Rhonda, Mal,’ before retreating with a swish of her floral-swathed bum. Malcolm reached for the receiver.


      ‘My wife,’ he explained. ‘Won’t be a sec.’


      While he waited, Dom looked at the pictures on the office walls. Above the filing cabinet was a poster of a stern-looking bald eagle with the caption: I am smiling. The bird’s craggy resemblance to Malcolm was uncanny. Hanging opposite was a succession of group staff photographs in a sort of evolutionary timeline — a progression of bad haircuts, misguided shoulder pads and unflattering glasses. He was peering at a blown-up shot of Malcolm receiving an award from the local Rotary Club, a group of men who looked even older and more worn out than Malcolm, when the principal hung up the phone.


      ‘What’s the deal then with the school counsellor?’ Dom asked.


      ‘Yvonne’s shared among all the schools in the area. In theory we have her one day a week. But the high schools have priority, what with their high rates of depression and family breakdown, teen pregnancies and the like — typical problems in a low-income area like ours.’


      The weight of all these domestic struggles seemed to overwhelm Malcolm for a moment and he leaned back heavily in his chair. He frowned. ‘If Novi is sensitive, he may be at risk of bullying. Is he getting picked on?’


      Dom thought. ‘Not that I’ve noticed.’


      ‘Is he acting out?’


      ‘No. He seems okay. He’s pretty quiet. His parents say he won’t swim in the river since his grandfather drowned.’


      Malcolm snorted. ‘I don’t blame him. The Lewis is filthy.’


      He looked down at his desk, taking vague stock of its insurmountable terrain. ‘Look, I’ll mention it to Yvonne. It can’t hurt. I know she’s booked solid for the next few weeks, though. First term’s always busy for her. But I’m sorry, Dom, there’s no money for a gifted program.’


      Dom understood. It was up to him now. But he wasn’t prepared to embark on the task alone. He needed an accomplice.


      Outside the day belted him with brilliant sunshine. The quadrangle was a web of girls jumping over elastics. Dom picked his way between them and turned right, taking the path down to the library.


      


      Lunchtimes were spent on duty. Camille took her breaks when everyone else was in class, an aspect of the job that isolated her from the other staff, but she didn’t really mind. She enjoyed chatting to the children about the books they were reading and listening to them gush about their favourite authors; she was introducing them to the greats — Roald Dahl and Victor Kelleher, Robin Klein, CSLewis, Maurice Gee — so many unforgettable storytellers who had them gasping in astonishment and reading by torchlight under the blankets at night, their little hearts hammering in their chests. In turn, she was revered simply by association. She encouraged the kids to write to the authors they liked, and when a child approached her, bursting with excitement at a reply they’d received, she’d witness a profound moment in their lives as they realised the small impact they had made on the adult world. She watched them grow before her very eyes, the tendrils of their imagination unfurling, gathering strength. She was raising another generation of book addicts. It was immensely satisfying.


      Today she had retreated into her office to sort through the piles of paperwork on her desk and, if she was honest, to contemplate Dominic Best. He wasn’t much taller than she was and kind of stocky. But he had a nice face, with that boyish grin and kind brown eyes. She thought about the outline of him, his wet shirt plastered to the curve of his back, the taut rise of his chest. She thought about him up close, imagining details she couldn’t have seen from her position by the library wall the other day: tiny droplets clinging to his thick lashes, lashes she’d kill for; his close-cropped dark hair standing in wet spikes; the glossy redness of his lips. She thought about him on his bicycle, streaking across the car park to the bike racks, how he looked in that dopey helmet. She liked the casual way he dressed, the Converse sneakers he wore, rather than middle-aged leather lace-ups. She’d been trying to guess his age — late twenties, early thirties maybe? It came as a shock when she’d secretly looked up his details on the computer system and discovered he was only twenty-four. That had put her off and made her feel like a lecherous old woman. He looked much more mature! It was that swarthy five o’clock shadow and the way he cut his hair so short. When she glanced up and saw that he was standing in the doorway she got such a shock that her arm shot out and sent a stack of brochures sliding off the desk.


      ‘Jesus Christ!’


      He grinned. ‘Just me, I’m afraid.’


      She frowned. ‘You scared me!’


      ‘Sorry!’ He lunged forward to help. Together they crouched on the carpet, gathering papers in awkward silence. Briefly, Dom’s shoulder touched hers, transferring warmth. For a moment, Camille felt her whole body reduced to that single warm point on her right shoulder, the disc of skin where Dom’s was. Her blood rushed instantly to meet him, crowding into her shoulder until she began to feel light-headed. Drawing away she heaved the brochures onto her lap, rose and dumped them on the table. Then she grasped the corner for support and whisked hair out of her hot face.


      He stood up too and smiled with such openness that all thoughts deserted her. The moment stretched on. He ran a hand nervously over his head. Helpless, she wondered if she’d ever speak again. Then a girl came to the office door with a book pressed to her chest. ‘MissMorrison?’


      ‘Just a minute, Vivienne!’ she snapped. ‘I’m talking to MrBest.’


      The girl blinked, backed outside and waited.


      The interruption seemed to focus him. He spread out his hands in a gesture of appeal. ‘Camille, I need your help.’


      She noticed he had strong square hands, with dark calluses on his palms. Her mind raced through the possibilities of how he might need her, how those rough palms might feel pressed along the length of her body.


      ‘It’s about Novi Lepido,’ he said.


      The name wrenched her back to earth with a jolt. Novi. Camille remembered the first time she’d noticed him in art class, his focus was astonishing. Some days she’d return after lunch to find him still at the tables, working away on a picture, reluctant to pack up. He didn’t say much but he listened, applying her simple suggestions of colour, contrast and texture to his work selectively. ‘Novi’s an artist,’ she said.


      Dom straightened. He looked at her as though she had spoken aloud a great secret. She watched a wave of relief pass over him and his eyes light up, flashing with questions. He glanced over his shoulder to the doorway where the girl was lingering.


      ‘Do you have any time this afternoon?’ he asked.


      Of course she did. Her social life was non-existent. ‘Um … I think so.’


      ‘Can I meet you after class?’


      ‘It’s a date.’


      ‘A date?’


      Inside, she collapsed with embarrassment. I didn’t mean it like that!


      But Dom seemed as jittery as she was. He barely paused before forging on, pushing away any chance of a witty riposte. ‘Okay then. A hot date with MissMorrison! Where shall we go? I’ve been meaning to check out the museum.’


      Again she hesitated. The museum was the last place she would have suggested. But it was trivial. At last, in a rush in case he should take her silence as uncertainty about him, she managed, ‘All right. Good!’


      ‘Ah, I’ve got the bike, so … I’ll meet you there?’


      Camille nodded. They stood in silence as if neither of them wanted this to be the end of it.


      ‘We could get a bite to eat afterwards?’ he suggested.


      She nodded again, couldn’t speak above the galloping of her heart.


      ‘How about the Steak House?’


      Dear Jesus. There was simply no way she could endure a visit to the museum and the Steak House in one day.


      ‘It used to be a funeral home.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘It was a florist before it was a restaurant. The fridges, I guess…’ She shuddered. ‘But nobody eats there, nobody who knows.’


      Dom looked horrified. ‘Just as well you told me!’


      Their minds each turned to a confusion of beef cuts and cadavers. Suddenly struck by the absurdity of it, Camille dropped her head into her hands and guffawed. When she looked up Dom was watching her closely. Her laughter fell away at once but the energy remained, pressing up inside her and stopping her breath. For a moment they regarded each other, allowing something to pass between them, the invisible force of their combined curiosity.


      The bell rang. In the doorway the girl was squirming. She clutched the book to her flat chest and gazed at them in despair. Dom shot Camille a grin and headed for the door. ‘I’ll see you later.’


      When he was gone, Camille leaned against the desk to steady herself. The girl darted forward speaking quickly, full of eight-year-old fervour, but Camille wasn’t listening. There was a rushing in her ears and her thoughts were clamouring. One thing was clear, though: there would be no running this afternoon.


      


      Straight after school Dom set off down Myrtle Street, crossed into Tyson and continued all the way down to Clement Road. The museum was next to the tourist information centre. He locked his bike to a pole out the front, took the short concrete path to the entrance of the small weatherboard building and leaped up the steps.


      Inside there wasn’t another soul to be seen. He eyed the empty chair at the front desk, had his $2.50 ready to hand over, but nobody appeared to claim it from him. It didn’t take him long to see why. The place was stunningly dreary. The main exhibits consisted of nothing more than a few rusted tools and bits of farm equipment and a series of old shop mannequins arranged around antique furniture, some sporting cotton-wool beards and pioneer outfits, others dressed in volunteer or war uniforms or embroidered nightgowns at odds with their alarming blue eye shadow and red painted lips. The wall displays detailing the local industries — shipping and timber, mining and farming — consisted of photocopied maps and newspaper articles, faded and yellow. Even the photographs were mostly photocopies. In a large glass cabinet Dom saw that a collection of Aboriginal artefacts had been given special prominence. Peering at the implements arranged on little piles of earth he felt uneasy; there was something insidious in the status given to the display when in reality the local Aboriginal people were sidelined to a dilapidated settlement on the outskirts of town. More than likely Novi’s timeline wouldn’t be welcome in this place either.


      Dom looked around in disappointment. Everything was dated, but not quite enough to have character. The layout was ordered and dustless to the point of sterility; the place was completely devoid of enchantment or mystery. There would be no stumbling upon hidden treasures here. He sighed. It was probably the most tragic place for a first date he could imagine.


      Eventually an elderly woman emerged from behind a partition at the back of the room with a cup of tea and a Scotch Finger biscuit on a saucer. Slowly she led Dom back to the front desk, told him they closed in half an hour, but took his money anyway and proceeded to write out an excruciatingly neat receipt from a carbon copy booklet. While he was waiting he saw that there was in fact another visitor in the museum: a young backpacker, European, Dom guessed, skinny with small round glasses and a Gore-Tex travel ensemble designed to see him through the most unexpected and extreme weather conditions. Dom had overlooked him because the guy was crouched down, earnestly reading some display cards and jotting notes in his travel journal. Dom felt the urge to apologise to him.


      When Camille arrived she had a polite smile prepared. Dom met her at the door. ‘They’re about to close.’


      She tried to sound disappointed. ‘Oh!’


      ‘I saw a place back there, Fifi’s Coffee Shoppe. Maybe we could get a coffee instead?’


      She gave him a severe look. ‘Do not go to Fifi’s for coffee. I know it looks like it knows what it’s doing, but trust me, it’ll only make you angry. Mario’s is the best place, in the arcade off High Street.’


      Dom was disappointed. He didn’t feel like sitting in an arcade. Camille gave him a shy smile.


      ‘Come on. Let’s walk down to the river.’


      


      The Rotary Park had a small planting of rose bushes in clashing blooms; Camille liked to visit it this time of year when the roses were at their peak. It overlooked a broad grass levee fringed with ancient mulberry and willow trees and a stretch of dry riverbank. She and Dom headed down towards the shade. They passed the playground, which sat at the centre of a diamond-shaped concrete path and was the thrillingly dangerous kind that councils were sued over and beginning to phase out — all hardwood planks, thick steel and sharp angles; it had a diabolical slippery dip designed to wind the most robust child, a mighty set of swings, a wooden seesaw and a nuggety little roundabout all guaranteed to deliver painful but effective lessons in gravitational forces. Nearby was a bench seat painted brown and etched with obscene graffiti. Camille avoided it, moving instead to sit on the grass under the dappled sprawl of a willow.


      She slipped off her sandals, hugged her knees and considered Dom’s request. One afternoon a week with Novi was hardly going to impact on her time. She felt ashamed that she hadn’t thought to make the offer herself — had she grown so self-absorbed? And yet a part of her still recoiled from the commitment. She had studied fine arts as part of her degree and knew her theory, but she was an appreciator, not an artist. She’d dabbled here and there, found it difficult, and given up in frustration. As far as Novi was concerned, all she felt she could offer him was encouragement. So far she’d made a point not to interfere too much with his style. He was a natural, and he seemed happy enough to be left alone to work.


      She inspected her toes. A nail on her right foot was purple and sore; her trainers must have shrunk from being wet. Her poor feet had taken a beating lately from all the running. She glanced over at Dom. He was pulling at a button on his damp shirt, fanning himself in the heat and watching a couple of teenagers throw fishing lines into the murk. She took the opportunity to study him up close. Dark stubble along his jaw, tanned hairy legs spreadeagled on the grass, large hands only inches from hers, muscled forearms; a boy in a man’s body, she thought.


      The intensity of her desire was worrying. He was too young, and a work colleague, but she couldn’t help it. His vulnerability was disarming; all his emotions were apparent on his face. And his energy was infectious: his lack of cynicism, his infernal enthusiasm, it had worked its way under her skin. He couldn’t know that by asking her to step up like this he was offering an antidote to the malaise she had allowed herself to drift into. It was as though he had cheerfully dumped a bucket of cold water over her head: unrequested, undignified and utterly refreshing. Suddenly it felt vital that he know everything about her. Thoughts rushed into her head and crowded there, feebly. If only she wasn’t so crippled and out of practice.


      He let his shirt fall back against his chest, turned and dug around in the backpack beside him. Withdrawing a bottle of water he unscrewed the lid and offered it to her. ‘It’s warm.’


      She took the bottle, put her lips to it and drank.


      ‘You’re not the only one who feels like you don’t know what you’re doing,’ she said, handing it back. ‘Nobody has a clue. We all just wander around pretending, convinced we’ll be found out eventually.’


      He took a swig and his eyes widened. ‘But you’re so smart!’ he said, wiping his mouth. ‘You’ve had much more experience than me.’


      He hadn’t meant to highlight it but now the age difference hung between them. Eleven years. It was problematic, she knew. And yet it made her desire him even more: his blundering; his youth. Strangely, it put her at ease.


      ‘I knew Novi was talented,’ she admitted, leaning back on her hands so she wouldn’t have to look him in the eye. ‘I spotted it straightaway but I didn’t do anything about it.’ She played with a dry leaf, crumbling it in her fingers. ‘It scared me. I suppose I didn’t feel qualified enough, either.’ Looking out over the water she felt that wasn’t quite it. ‘I’ve been getting lazy.’


      Dom raised his eyebrows. ‘You don’t strike me as lazy. Just the opposite.’


      He was probably too young to understand. By my age, she thought, it’s easy to confuse laziness with tiredness.


      On the riverbank, one of the teenagers reeled in quickly, dragged up a dripping cord of algae, cast off again. They watched in silence for a while.


      ‘I read somewhere,’ she said slowly, ‘the mistake people make with gifted children is to give them more of the same. You know — they show a talent for something so you reward them with twenty more activities just like the last. The idea is to challenge them, introduce them to different things. Extend them outwards.’


      He turned to her, tense as a coiled spring. ‘I have this feeling there’s a floodgate in that kid! It just needs to be blasted open!’


      He collapsed back onto the grass and cast his gaze skyward. A warm breeze lifted off the garden behind them, carrying the heavy scent of roses. Camille inhaled the perfume deeply. Then she glanced at Dom and sighed.


      ‘Tell his parents any afternoon is fine. Except Monday.’


      ‘Great! Thank you, Camille!’ He grabbed her shoulders in a brief sideways clench, a gesture she found devastatingly brotherly. Then he released her and sat for a few minutes deep in contemplation while his foot jiggled on the grass. ‘We’re going to have to find money from somewhere, for art supplies. I’m thinking huge canvases, buckets of paint, giant bloody sculptures!’


      Perspiration was dripping down the sides of his face. He looked down at the shirt plastered to his chest. ‘I’ll have to change before dinner, I’m disgusting.’


      No, Camille thought. You’re divine. ‘Where are you living?’


      He pointed. ‘Up the river, on the other side. It’s pretty close actually, just the bridge is so bloody far away.’


      ‘I’ll drop you home. We can put your bike in the back of my car.’


      ‘My Corolla’s at the mechanic’s,’ he sighed, getting to his feet. ‘It’s rooted.’


      They headed up the hill. By now the playground had a few children in it. A couple of kids from Morus Primary waved and Camille felt selfconscious to be seen out of hours with Dom. Then she scolded herself. Don’t be silly! There’s nothing going on. A couple of littler ones were playing on the roundabout while their mothers stood chatting at a distance. It made Camille dizzy to watch them spinning so fast and she was about to turn away when one of the children flew off and hit the dirt with a thud. The girl started howling. Camille and Dom both took a step towards her but her mother had seen; she was already strolling over without breaking her conversation, just projecting her voice a little louder to reach her friend over the distance and the screams. She dusted off the girl’s hands and knees, wiped her face with a tissue and said firmly, ‘Hold on next time!’ The girl was getting back on that roundabout, no question.


      Camille and Dom continued to the top of the park. ‘You forget what it’s like, don’t you,’ he commented.


      She looked at him questioningly.


      ‘Being a kid. But it wasn’t that long ago, really.’


      Not for you, she thought and took a deep breath. Hold on indeed.


      They had reached the road. Camille stopped before a circular sign in the shape of a ship’s wheel and read the inscription. It gave her an idea.


      ‘You don’t know any Rotarians, do you?’


      


      Camille waited in the lounge room while he showered. He was quick, keenly aware of her presence on the other side of the thin wall. In his bedroom he threw on fresh clothes and emerged to find her standing with her hands on her hips in front of one of the larger paintings.


      ‘Whose are these?’ she asked.


      ‘The landlady’s. The place was furnished.’


      Dom looked around the room. Mostly he could ignore the art, although on returning home at the end of each day, in that first moment crossing the threshold, he felt desolation rise like a snake preparing to strike.


      Camille moved to another picture and studied it closely. ‘They’re hideous,’ she marvelled.


      Dom watched her athletic frame, her silky hair pulled up from her neck into a loose knot, her skin gleaming from the humidity, from his presence, too, he knew; he felt it in the twitch of her neck, the glance she had resisted as he moved from the bathroom to the bedroom with only the towel around his waist. She was a radiant figure in a room that despite its most desperate efforts utterly lacked life. It made him realise the art wasn’t just ugly, it was oppressive.


      ‘They really are bad,’ he agreed.


      Her eyes met his. ‘So take them down.’


      Dom was startled. He hadn’t thought of that. The paintings were framed and mounted with an authority he had failed to question.


      ‘But … where will I put them all?’


      ‘Out of sight, for God’s sake! Is there a spare wardrobe?’


      There was, in the study, child-size, with fairy transfers on the door. At once Camille was up on the lounge and reaching for the worst offender, a couple of frightening lorikeets that were so flat they might have been run over. One by one she unhooked the paintings and handed them to him. He stacked them inside the wardrobe, and as he wandered back and forth between the rooms he couldn’t help thinking about Novi’s art and how it was such a contrast to these efforts. He knew Novi had talent, just as much as he was certain this artist had none, but he found it hard to put into words.


      He came back into the lounge room. ‘Why is Novi’s art so good?’


      ‘Well, he’s talented, for a start,’ Camille sniffed. ‘And he isn’t trying to reproduce things. He interprets them with his own style.’ She grimaced at the depiction of a blurry cottage garden she held in her hands. ‘See? No depth, no detail and no composition.’ She tossed it to him with contempt. ‘Novi’s vision is original. He brings things into his own scale. It’s refreshing because he makes you look at ordinary life and see it differently, like he does.’


      Dom gazed at her in admiration. ‘You see! I could never have thought of that!’


      She blushed, then busied herself gathering up all the baskets and doilies and dried flower arrangements. She took them into the spare room, too, and placed them in the cupboard beside the paintings. They walked back into the lounge room. The flat was now bare but eminently more liveable and Dom felt his whole body relax. Suddenly he could breathe again. It was another favour he owed Camille. Privately he began devising a list of wicked ways in which he hoped he might repay her.


      


      That evening they had dinner at the local Chinese restaurant, at Camille’s suggestion. She guided him through the menu, steering him away from the beef with blackbean sauce and the rainbow steak, which were his first choices. Over the clamour and sizzle of scorching woks, a vase of fake flowers glistening with adhesive dewdrops and some surprisingly good dumplings, they exchanged their stories. Camille was a good listener. Dom found himself opening up, telling her about university and Ace and his father, and discovering, under the unwavering force of her interest, that the brief and haphazard history of his life suddenly sounded complex and amusing.


      ‘My father’s seventy-two,’ Camille said.


      ‘Wow! That’s old.’


      ‘They had me late. I’m an only child. My mum died a few years ago.’


      ‘Sorry,’ Dom said awkwardly, not knowing what else to say. He’d never even been to a funeral.


      Camille took a sip of her jasmine tea. ‘I don’t know what’s worse, Mum gone or Dad being so resilient.’


      Dom gave her an enquiring look.


      She tried to explain. ‘I mean, I moved back here to be closer to him, but he doesn’t seem to need me, really. I think he wishes I was off doing more exciting things,’ she said sadly.


      Dom nodded. ‘All fathers wish you were doing something other than what you’re doing,’ he stated. ‘It’s like they’re wired to never show satisfaction. You could be a CEO and own three mansions and set up a charity abolishing world hunger and be awarded the Nobel Prize and all your dad would have to say is, He didn’t ring his mother on her birthday!’


      She stopped eating and glared at him.


      He drank some Coke, his eyes wide and innocent. ‘I was backpacking! There was no phone!’


      Camille couldn’t help smiling. They ate in silence for a while.


      ‘Well, you can break the mould when it’s your turn,’ she said.


      ‘Hey?’


      ‘When you’re a father.’ She glanced up at him. ‘You can do it differently.’


      He shrugged. ‘I guess. I haven’t thought about it. It’s still such a long way off.’ Inexpertly he manoeuvred a prawn into his mouth. It was spicy and delicious. ‘You’re right, these are fantastic.’ He looked around. ‘This place is great!’


      Camille was gazing at her plate, a strange expression on her face. Dom noticed she had put down her chopsticks. He frowned, concerned. ‘You okay?’


      She looked up again and smiled but the warmth was gone from her eyes.


      ‘I’ve just had enough, that’s all.’

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 9

    


    
      It’s Saturday morning and my father and I are at the butcher’s picking up the pork for tonight. Back at home, Mum is rushing around like a cyclone because MrBest is coming to dinner. She’s all revved up about it. I feel a bit nervous. At least she’s stopped worrying about me for half a second and has someone else to blast her attention onto.


      After the butcher Dad and I jump back in the car and drive through town. We make a turn at the Chinese restaurant and keep going, past the caravan park, the bus depot and the water-tank place. After the spare block with the cranky Shetland ponies we turn at the Roper Centre and find a park right outside Sinclair’s Produce.


      Sinclair’s is our Saturday morning ritual. It’s like a great big barn and my father loves every bit of it, he can spend hours looking for stuff for the boat and come home with just a new mallet head or some sandpaper. Our visits always take ages but I don’t mind. I like to walk around and smell things and run my hand along the shiny drums and the blade bits and look at the packets of tiny bolts and screws and punch my fist into the sacks of feed. There are so many different things for sale: tinned tongue and work boots, tool parts and toilet paper, fans and farm equipment, watering cans and teat sterilisers and much, much more. It’s like a mini-Morus, the whole town here in one big shed.


      Soon my father is having a Deep and Meaningful with the man by the power sanders and I am left to explore. First I head over to the sandshoes and gumboots because I like the smell of them. Then I wander among the slouched open bags of dried beans; they look like coloured pebbles and I plunge my hand in, right to the elbow, to feel the cool, dull clink of them. At the cow section I inspect the funny-looking pumps and hoses and stuff for cleaning udders and the medicines that you squirt from a metal nozzle over their slobbering purple tongues. The horse section is made up like a stable and I climb onto one of the saddles thrown over a hay bale and sniff the polished leather. From here I can see right down to the huge roller door at the back. Today the door is up and the forklift is shifting pallets of dog biscuits and potting mix and tinned tomatoes. For a while I watch the forklift zipping around. Hughie and I are going to get jobs at Sinclair’s when we are old enough, so we can have a turn at driving it.


      Eventually I jump down and make my way past the cleaning stuff, bright as milkshake syrup, and stop by the plastic bins of dry chemicals. I crouch down to read the labels, whispering their evil-sounding names: ammonium sulphate, naphthyl methylcarbamate, glyphosate acid. Onwards down the aisles I breathe the chalky fertiliser smell and the hungry turps and paint smell until I’m at the drums.


      The drums are printed with strings of letters and numbers to tell you what’s inside, whether it’s for killing grubs or weeds or termites or fungus — just about anything you could want dead. Their names are more boring but they all have warning stickers in red and black and yellow with flames and skulls and exclamation marks. I lean close to one and knock softly, hear its thick reply. I always feel brave standing among so much hidden danger. I move along to the black drums, which are my favourites. Their paint is so shiny I can see my face in it: nose stretched too wide, eyes squashed together over the smooth bumps in the metal. It’s funny to see my reflection so deformed. When a voice says hello I almost jump out of my skin and bang my elbow as I spin around.


      It’s MrRoper, who owns Sinclair’s. He’s leaning with his back against the shelf of motor oil, arms crossed, watching me like a shark lurking in the shadows. His eyes are grey and unreadable.


      ‘Hey, kiddo.’


      He doesn’t sound angry but my heart thuds in surprise. I stand stiffly with my hands behind my back as the cicadas flutter and chirrup inside my chest.


      ‘What are you up to?’ He smiles, as though he only wants to be included in the fun. Then he thrusts his hands into his trouser pockets and wanders right over to me. He is big and tall and he knows it. He starts rocking gently on his toes, backwards and forwards, waiting for me to answer.


      ‘Nothing.’ My voice sounds small and hollow against the drums.


      ‘You don’t want to touch those,’ Mr Roper says. ‘They’re poison. They can make you sick.’


      Backwards and forwards, heels and toes. He’s smiling again to show I’m not in trouble. MrRoper has lots of different smiles. I don’t trust any of them.


      ‘I was just looking.’


      He stops still and frowns. ‘Where’s your dad?’


      ‘Up the front. Getting stuff for the boat.’


      MrRoper’s smile turns wide this time. ‘And how’s that boat coming along?’


      I hate him for the tone in his voice. ‘Great,’ I say.


      ‘Nearly finished?’


      ‘Getting there.’


      ‘Yeah?’


      Suddenly I’m not afraid anymore. I am angry. Big bubbles of rage clog my throat. I want to smack MrRoper, punch him in the stomach and watch all the wind get knocked out of him. I want to see that smile wilt and drop off onto the floor.


      ‘It won’t be long now,’ I say, feeling hot. ‘We’ve got a new plan.’


      MrRoper raises his eyebrows. ‘What is it this time?’


      I fall silent, feeling trapped.


      ‘It’s confidential,’ I say at last.


      MrRoper laughs. ‘Confidential! That’s a big word.’


      ‘It means it’s a secret.’


      ‘Yes, it does.’ His eyes glitter as he watches me for a while. ‘How’s your mum?’ he asks at last and his face kind of melts at the thought of her.


      I shrug. I want to get away now, far away from MrRoper and his shark eyes and slippery smiles.


      ‘You tell her I said hello. Tell her I sent my regards.’


      I duck past him, nodding. But I plan to take MrRoper’s regards and bury them in the mud on the riverbank, then dig them up and leave them to dry and smash them completely to dust.


      


      Dom spent the morning in Morus Library. For the sake of Novi he had to get a grasp on some basic art terminology. For his own sake, too; he was desperate to gain a foothold with Camille.


      The library was in the heart of town, opposite the council chambers, and a monument to fifties inspiration: beige, brick and boxy. Inside it smelled of old pages, sticky plastic covers and the residue of a million unknown fingers. It was being upgraded slowly. Dom weaved his way through a mismatched collection of old veneer tables and new airport-style armchairs where elderly men sat hunched over newspapers, punctuating the quiet with violent exclamations of throat clearing. On the computer catalogue he found where the art books were kept and headed for the stacks. When he had a big enough armful, he settled down at a desk by the window, determined to put in at least a couple of hours.


      Camille had suggested he take a look at some naïve art, a style similar to Novi’s, she told him. He flicked through the first book, recognising the strong colours and crazy world order that he’d seen in Novi’s pictures, and learned that a childlike simplicity displaying an odd perspective and awkward scale was characteristic of the genre. His mind strayed to the oddness and awkwardness of Camille. He just wanted to grab her, feel the tough, lithe shape of her and kiss her mouth. But he sensed something private in her manner that made him resist.


      The morning passed slowly. Dom grew drowsy. Libraries always had this effect on him, it was something about their lack of oxygen and he found he had to go to the toilet with selfconscious frequency. He flicked through the pages of his books and watched people come and go, mostly middle-aged women clutching bags heavy with novels, and agitated parents trailing broods of small children. In the back corner a group of high-school students reclined in postures of mock studiousness, flirting viciously. The computer at the borrowing desk emitted steady beeps that made him think of hospital rooms and an ancient printer scratched and whined, spitting out receipts. Lulled by it all, Dom found his thoughts wandering from the mysterious terrain of Camille to the timeline Novi had drawn. That snaking picture had told astory, but it also evoked a sense of place, something beyond thestreets and houses and the landscape in general. After a while he set aside the art books to hunt for some information on the local area.


      When he returned to his desk the group of teenagers was gone but their belongings were still scattered across the tables and chairs they’d vacated. He glanced out the window and saw them lurking in the garden under a couple of tall gum trees, smoking cigarettes with the concentrated ferocity of addicts. They looked both threatening and ridiculous and Dom felt suddenly grateful not to be dealing with kids that age.


      He opened up a book on Morus, scanned the introduction and turned to the middle to study the map. The town sat in a basin surrounded by a crescent of mountains, explaining why it managed to avoid the sea breeze but absorbed the summer sun so mercilessly. From the few photographs he’d seen at the museum he knew that the town had a tendency to stagnate under floodwater during the wet season. Hardwood timber had been the initial drawcard for white settlers, with the river useful for transport. The sea was only about fifteen kilometres away, but Dom could see from the map why access was so difficult — the intervening terrain was mostly wetland, a convolution of rivulets and lakes unsuitable for development, apart from the sewage treatment works. The Lewis met the sea at Port Torft in the south, where a single road connected the town to the highway. In the opposite direction, another road came off the highway near the airport, a slightly shorter distance to the north. This led to a beach near a village called Banio. Dom’s eyes followed the line of dark blue shading with longing. Riding that distance just for a swim was out of the question.


      Inland, west of the Morus foothills, sat a dramatic mountain range where the Lewis and its tributaries originated. Somewhere in those foothills lived the Lepidos. Dom searched the book for the relevant section and learned that these sun-catching slopes were dominated by orchards and vegetables, with some lucrative plantations of avocado and macadamia. It was also the heart of the area’s wine production.


      He turned back to the map. The Lepidos’ property was just below the winery. It wasn’t too far out of town. He decided he could make it on his bike.


      At lunchtime he left the library and returned to his flat to discover someone had taken his clothes off the line. They were folded neatly in the washing basket by his front door and he was touched by the gesture. Across the hallway, Mavis’s door was ajar. He knocked.


      ‘Hello?’


      There was no reply, although he could hear a small commotion coming from the balcony. Warily he stepped inside, terrified of discovering her engaged in a bout of naked vacuuming or some such activity. With relief he saw that she was merely sitting outside with another old woman, both of them decently clad though sporting enormous bug-like sunglasses. They were trying to enjoy the afternoon sun despite a lawnmower growling ferociously in the garden beneath them.


      As he advanced towards them, two Maltese terriers charged from the balcony, yapping. The women turned sharply. ‘Oh!’ they cried in unison when they saw Dom. Mavis introduced him to her companion, Beryl, who scolded her dogs halfheartedly. The dogs licked their lips in apology. Mavis lifted a plate of dip and crackers towards him. ‘Baba ghanouj? It’s home-made. Bit spicy, I’m afraid.’


      He helped himself. ‘Thanks for bringing in my washing.’


      ‘Oh, that was Roma, dear.’ She lifted her glass of mulberry wine towards the balcony next door, where another elderly woman sat, crochet hook busy.


      ‘Thank you!’ Dom shouted across to Roma, the mower crunching between the bushes below. Roma smiled and waved a Santa Claus tea towel half trimmed in red. Another couple of women on balconies further along also waved. Dom felt sorry for them, struggling so valiantly to relax in spite of the wretched noise. He heard the mower labour over a patch of hidden gravel, the blades gnashing in frustration. ‘How much longer is he going to be?’ he yelled, glancing at the figure below.


      ‘Oh, a little while, I’d say,’ Mavis replied with a patient smile. Beryl nodded, similarly unperturbed. Mad old bats, Dom thought; amid the racket they were the very picture of serenity.


      For a minute they all watched the man working below. Long grass proliferated at the base of the trees where someone had failed to trim previously and Dom saw this guy was skirting it as well. He frowned at the sloppy work. They shouldn’t let him get away with that. A thought occurred to him.


      ‘You know, I could do the lawns,’ he offered. ‘It wouldn’t take long.’


      Mavis seemed startled by the suggestion. ‘God no! It’s already taken care of. And I’m sure you’re far too busy …’


      ‘Not at all,’ he insisted. ‘It wouldn’t be any trouble.’ He was pleased at the idea of giving the old girls a hand, saving them all a bit of money. They were clearly being taken for a ride by this joker. But the women weren’t exactly leaping at his offer.


      ‘I’d be happy to, really. I mean … this guy’s pretty hopeless, isn’t he?’


      Beryl and Mavis shared an uncertain look. Beryl’s eyes flickered to the lawnmower man, to Dom, then down to an invisible crumb in her lap. She whisked it away busily.


      ‘The thing is, Dom,’ Mavis explained in her best silly-old-lady voice, a voice he didn’t trust at all, ‘this Kane fellow has been coming for almost six months now.’ The mower screamed in agony as Kane tried to feed it a tree stump. ‘We’re one of his regulars, you see, every third Saturday. It’s all arranged …’


      Her voice trailed off as Kane idled the mower for a moment, giving them all some respite. Then he pulled off his T-shirt and used it to mop his brow before stuffing it into the waistband of his shorts. Bare-chested, he turned to grasp the mower again, revealing a hint of bum crack. Mavis and Beryl inhaled in unison. Roma’s crochet hook paused above the tea towel. Along the balconies, nobody moved.


      Dom put a hand to his eyes and peered down. He was about the same age and height as Kane but Kane looked as though he’d been pushing a mower in the sun with his shirt off every day since high school. His broad shoulders were deeply tanned, his hairless chest tight as a drum and glistening. His back rippled as he flung the mower over another lumpy section of turf. From Camelot’s balconies, all eyes followed his progress.


      Dom was shocked. He watched the women perving, first with disgust, then admiration. Then he grew indignant. ‘But … look at those edges!’


      Mavis didn’t hear him. She was too busy regarding Kane’s pecs as he accidentally massacred a corner of the flowerbed. ‘Hmm? Oh no. Don’t bother yourself, love. We’re used to Kane. He always does the lawns, doesn’t he, Beryl?’


      Beryl nodded vigorously, reached for another cracker and sat back comfortably in her chair. Dom stood speechless. The women ignored him.


      ‘How long do you think it would take to ride to the winery?’ he asked after a minute.


      ‘Ride?’ Mavis turned and pushed up her sunglasses to stare at him in horror. ‘On a bicycle?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘You’d be mad,’ she said simply. ‘It’s uphill all the way.’ She drained her glass. ‘Why do you want to ride up there?’


      ‘I’m having dinner with Mira and George Lepido.’


      Mavis airily waved a hand at him. ‘Just take the Falcon, love. The keys are on the sideboard.’


      Dom sensed she wanted to be rid of him. He was torn. He’d been dying to take Mavis’s old car for a spin but he felt snubbed. ‘Thanks anyway,’ he said, ‘but it’s not that far. I’ve looked at a map. Besides, I’m getting pretty fit with all this riding.’ He slapped a thigh to prove it.


      ‘Honestly, love,’ said Mavis, unable to hide her doubt, ‘you’re welcome to use my car any time.’


      ‘Thanks for the offer. I might take you up on it some time, but it’s a beautiful afternoon for a ride.’ He inhaled deeply and exuded what he hoped was a profound masculinity.


      Mavis shrugged and poured herself another glass of wine, a little sloppily, he observed. How long had they been sitting here?


      ‘You know how to get there, then? Just take Serpentine Road and follow it …’ she paused for emphasis, ‘… all the way up through the orchards.’


      He nodded. ‘So, about half an hour, you reckon?’


      She flashed him a smile. ‘Maybe longer.’ She pulled her glasses down and sank back into her chair, a shopfront closed for siesta. Dom let himself out. Not even the dogs noticed.


      


      He set off in the late afternoon with plenty of daylight to spare. Without even a glance at the Falcon he mounted his bike, attacked the driveway, hit the road and pedalled over the bridge. Adrenaline shot power to his limbs. He was carving up the kilometres. What are your legs? Steel springs! It was pleasant riding. On his face and forearms he sensed the sun was beginning to lose its ferocity at last. Summer was on its way out, mellowing in its old age, fancying it might be remembered fondly if it could leave looking pretty enough. The light had changed. It was as though he were viewing the world through a gold lens and it gave a kind of overripe quality to the landscape; gum-tree trunks glowed pink, the distant orchards were a luminous green. Novi’s pictures had him noticing subtleties like this now.


      He headed west towards the hills, feeling fantastic. The weeks of cycling had toughened him up and he felt ready for a ride like this. His blood was pumping, his core was strong, he was sucking in deep breaths of fresh air. It had been so long since he’d been dependent on a bike that he’d forgotten the joys of riding, how it immersed you in the environment and made an explorer out of you. He felt the underlying texture of the road, how it vibrated through the handlebars; the way the air pulsed cool and warm as he passed under trees and out again. He felt the space around him as he shot through it, how it seemed to shrink and expand — and the things he caught sight of in people’s yards! Soft toys discarded in flowerbeds; muffled, salivary sounds of dogs wrestling; an inferno of sausages on a backyard barbecue. Through a gate closing he glimpsed a pale, bloated figure raking leaves in ancient underwear.


      A couple of cars overtook him. Renewed in his passion, he felt pity for the drivers. Cars were so confined! On the bike he was limitless, constantly testing himself, always searching for the opportunity to cut across corners and tackle gutter and dirt and grass until he was back on bitumen again and a good twenty metres ahead. Riding was a conquest!


      He turned off the highway towards the hills and pedalled with smooth, even strokes until he was surprised to see the turn-off to Serpentine Road. He was making great time.


      Then, slowly, he began to climb.


      Up out of his seat for more power, he began to experience a burning in his thighs that he knew would only get worse and he tried to put Mavis and the Falcon out of his head, tried to appreciate instead the intimacy of his surroundings. Inhale fruit trees, exhale bushland. Inhale farmland, exhale gullies.


      He crossed a high narrow bridge and from here the road grew even steeper. Soon his legs were in agony and he couldn’t look anywhere but down at the few metres of bitumen ahead. The backpack was like a heater against his wet back. He tried to listen past the pounding in his ears for some of that wildlife the library book had mentioned: a lyrebird, a bell frog, anything. All he could hear was cicadas — or was it his ears ringing? Sweat stung his eyes, he was gasping for breath, but he kept on pedalling.


      At last the road flattened out a bit and he saw a few houses set back from the verge, mostly ramshackle structures with closed-in verandas. Lax wire fences contained an odd assortment of animals with no apparent interest in escape: goats and chickens, the occasional cow. He could smell horses, dusty and pungent. He passed a couple of brick mansions with large professional-looking vegetable plots, but most of the properties had nothing more than a sprawl of netted fruit trees and the odd rusted swing set, or a psychedelic bus on concrete blocks, or discarded car bodies with grass growing through the windows. Land was cheap this far out of town, he gathered.


      After a while the road grew steep again as well as treacherous, with potholes, loose gravel and narrow shoulders falling away vertically into scrub. He had to focus hard not to wobble off the edge and doubted anyone would ever find him if he did. Exhausted, his eyes latched onto each approaching letterbox with growing desperation until finally up ahead he saw a roadside stall: Tomatoes with flavour! Luscious fresh figs! Organic oranges — spotty but yummy! There was an open gate with a sign in the shape of a boat painted with the glorious word Lepido. As he veered into the driveway, he saw the sign was carved with three little figures: a man, a child and a cat. At the front of the boat was the mermaid again, so busty and wild of hair it could only be Mira.


      He coasted down the short driveway like a champion. He’d done it, and without once needing to dismount! Admittedly, it had been a tough slog, much harder than he’d expected. His hands were numb and his arms itching madly from the relentless vibration, his thighs felt like concrete and his heart was pounding in a disturbing sledgehammer kind of way, but he’d made it.


      He pedalled slowly, drawing thick breaths. The driveway opened onto a wide front lawn with a clothesline at one end and a boat frame at the other, down behind a deep tangle of garden. He cruised towards the house, recognising it from some of Novi’s drawings: peeling yellow paint with a red tin roof faded in stripes. Dom, who noticed windows out of habit, saw that these were original timber with corner squares of stained glass, the sashes broken long ago and chocked up with various objects — a wooden spoon, a candlestick; his father would have had those windows out in a flash, and replaced them with functional, easy-slide aluminium.


      He dismounted near a flogged-looking ute and the bike fell out of his hands. He wrenched off his helmet and his sodden backpack and staggered a little, concentrating on adjusting his feet to solid ground again.


      His breath was coming easier now. He felt tired but strong. Then all at once he had to plant his legs and focus on staying upright because the house and the garden and the grassy lawn were all rolling into one nauseating blur. A white light blossomed across his vision and began to pulsate in time to his heartbeat. There was an odd pressure in his eyeballs, as though they might pop. His burning cheeks felt weirdly cold and clammy.


      He staggered towards the veranda, rested a hand on the nearest railing and closed his eyes. They shot open again almost immediately when he heard a bloodcurdling scream come from inside the house. He froze, his heart in his throat. What the fuck was that?


      He stood rooted to the spot while his fatigued body struggled to process the rush of adrenaline. The house had fallen silent again. He strained to hear. There were thuds and the sound of running. He almost jumped out of his skin when the screen door above him was flung open, its flimsy frame clattering like a firecracker against the outside wall. Mira came thundering down the steps towards him with a broom above her head, her face contorted with rage.


      He tried to run but his legs were water. He made to utter some kind of protest but she was already charging, set to bash his brains in with the broom. Fuelled by an unexpected cocktail of life-preserving chemicals he fled backwards, stumbling, hitting stairs and bushes and a cross-hatch of lattice. He closed his eyes in anticipation of the crunch as she was on top of him, then beyond him, flying through the yard. He swung his head in time to see her launch the broom like a javelin into the trees beside the clothesline. Birds flew skyward.


      He swallowed. His mouth was a parched cavity. Relief had turned his legs all quivery and for a few dream-like moments in which adrenaline continued to warp everything in slow motion he watched her wrenching clothes from the washing line, her backside wobbling from the exertion.


      His head lolled on his neck. He imagined laying its weight on Mira Lepido’s cushiony arse. Then he swayed, leaned into the cool garden bed and vomited.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 10

    


    
      Dom was on the veranda steps with his head between his knees. The steps were smooth and soft from age and he felt thankful for their comfort. Never before, he was certain, had he rested on slabs of wood so hospitable.


      ‘Sit here for a minute,’ Mira had instructed him before disappearing inside with the laundry. She had been embarrassed to find him there and they both needed a moment to collect themselves. ‘Just take your time,’ she said. He would have hugged her with gratitude but his arms were elastic bands, wobbly and without bone.


      Everything had improved since throwing up, except his opinion of himself. The garden still pulsed gently and occasionally his eyes were dazzled by little silver bursts, but the veranda’s shade was restorative, cool. And the steps … the steps were incredible. Somewhere at the back of his brain a lone thought rang out: the return trip was all downhill.


      Novi came to the screen door. He opened it with one hand, the other clutching a tall glass of water. Dom lifted his head and tried to focus on the boy.


      ‘Hey,’ he gasped.


      Novi approached and handed him the water, steadying the glass until Dom was able to grasp it firmly, then he retreated a little, unsure how to behave with his teacher on the front steps in such a state. He hovered near the wooden railing picking paint while Dom sat and waited for his legs to work.


      ‘Are you all right?’ Novi asked after a while.


      Dom nodded. ‘Just overdid it a bit. Be okay in a minute.’


      He took a sip of water, swilled it around his mouth and spat. Then he drank deeply.


      Frowning, Novi leaned against the railing and twisted one skinny brown leg around the other. ‘Did you ride all the way from Morus?’


      Dom heard the awe in his voice and nodded.


      ‘You didn’t walk it once?’


      Dom smiled weakly and shook his head. Novi’s eyes widened in admiration and he came to sit beside him on the steps.


      ‘I like your bike,’ Novi said, gazing out to where Dom’s BMX rested in the grass.


      Dom felt the usual twinge of embarrassment that accompanied every comment on his mode of transport. But the boy’s face was full of longing. He was staring at the bicycle, leaning forward on his knees and clutching his thin ankles as if imagining the feel of those black rubber grips in his hands. Together they looked at the BMX. Its sleek metallic-blue frame glinted in the late afternoon sun, the tough tyres reared up stiffly, ready for action. He realised that it was in fact a very good bike. It didn’t have a speck of rust. Clearly it was an eleven year old’s dream.


      ‘Do you want to see mine?’ Novi asked, then added hurriedly, ‘In a minute. When you’re ready.’


      Dom was touched by his thoughtfulness. ‘Sure.’


      They sat in silence while Dom finished his glass of water and Novi picked splinters from the edge of the step. Then he turned his attention to a large scab on one of his knobbly brown knees. The scab had dried into a concave disc and the surrounding skin was a ridge of puckered pink.


      ‘Omelette stage,’ Dom noted.


      Novi giggled. Dom watched him work his fingernail slowly under the disc of dark dried blood, picking with determination until he prised the whole thing off. Underneath was a triumph of raw skin and plasma. They exchanged a smile.


      The sun had sunk behind the range now, leaving a trail of pink and purple clouds. Shadows were moving into the garden and a couple of stern-looking kookaburras had landed on a low branch nearby. Cooking sounds drifted from inside: an oven being wrenched open, the scrape of a tray on a metal rack, the sizzle of roasting meat. A warm aroma of herbs and garlic hit them and Dom was relieved to feel the stirrings of hunger. He turned to Novi.


      ‘I’m sorry about what happened with your timeline, mate. I know I let you down. It had every right to be up on the wall with the others. Some things just make people feel uncomfortable, that’s all.’


      ‘I know.’ Novi looked into the garden.


      ‘People like to get their knickers in a knot, but the school has to try and keep everyone happy.’ Dom exhaled. He looked at Novi with a smile. ‘It was a really good timeline.’


      Novi continued to stare ahead and said nothing.


      ‘Well! Let’s see that bike of yours, eh?’


      They got to their feet and Dom attempted a few awkward steps. His seized-up thighs sent him hobbling. The kookaburras eyed him but didn’t bother retreating from such a pitiful figure. Novi led him slowly over the lawn and down through the garden past the boat. Ranged in front of a small grove of fruit trees and a long vegetable patch was a wooden building half hidden in creeper. Novi pushed open the door. Dom ducked under tendrils of purple flowers to follow him inside.


      It was a magnificent shed. A row of grubby windows gave light to a large open area where clamped timber shapes rested on sawhorses like a series of curious sculptures. Slowly Dom walked under strings of drying chillies and garlic towards a wall pockmarked and pegged with every imaginable kind of tool. A long workbench was strewn with ancient tobacco tins full of grimy nuts and bolts, nails and screws, fishhooks and sinkers, and drill bits. There were drawers spilling sandpaper and string; empty cardboard tubes that had once held bottles of whisky were now stuffed with dowels of varying lengths. When he saw some slender paintbrushes upended in a jar he felt a shiver up his spine.


      This was where genius began.


      Novi flicked on an overhead bulb and Dom watched as he reefed aside a lawnmower to get at a rusty little bicycle with chipped gold paint and a torn seat. Taking great care he turned the bike upside down and demonstrated to Dom the smooth whizzing of its well-oiled chain and the swift operation of its pedal brakes. ‘It’s a Repco,’ he explained proudly. Dom stared at the skinny little kid and his shambles of a bike and thought his heart would break.


      With more light he could see just how cluttered the place was. Slung in the rafters were pieces of timber, plasterboard and corrugated iron, layers that created a muffling effect on their voices and drew the atmosphere in close. Over in the corner a tan vinyl armchair oozing foam, a patchwork rug thrown over it, sat hunched like an elderly relative. There were cupboards of gardening tools, golfing trophies draped with beads, a pile of blue gym mats, a hanging basket full of snorkels, seed pods and feathered party masks. One wall was stacked high with crates full of dark green bottles. Dom moved closer to inspect the labels and was astonished to see it was all mulberry wine, even more than the ladies at Camelot could ever hope to get through.


      For a long time he just stood there, breathing the scent of sawdust and grease, dust and varnish, two-stroke and grass sap while vague memories of his father and grandfather stirred within him, memories of school holidays spent absorbed in earnest, fruitless occupation. This was childhood he was breathing: boyhood, fatherhood. He longed to move into the place and set up camp, bed down on that pile of gym mats and submit to the comfort of a thousand humble, useful objects.


      He noticed a drawing lying on the end of the workbench and his nostalgia scuttled away. This was the real treasure. He pointed. ‘Is that yours?’


      Novi nodded.


      ‘Can I have a look?’


      Novi didn’t answer, just stood completely still beside his bike, his hand on his chest. It was a strange gesture, as though he were searching for a heartbeat. Suddenly Dom realised that he might be refused. He could see he’d blown it, and deep down he knew he deserved it. Why the hell would the kid trust him?


      After the longest moment, the boy nodded.


      Dom approached the workbench. He took up the sketch and tumbled into it. There he was among the different smooth and shaggy tree trunks by the river, peering up into the canopy full of cartwheeling cockatoos, gazing down to the sandy soil beneath his feet where spiky grass hid lizards and coiled snakes. The river was a twist of pink, purple and grey and full of parrots. Parrots in the river? He peered closer. No, they were flying overhead — a reflection — and yet their outstretched wings gave the impression they were swimming. The perspective shifted and Dom felt he was looking across the landscape, into it and upwards all at once.


      He heard a creak behind him and looked around to find Novi dragging out more pictures from a cupboard, his thin arms struggling under their weight. Dom helped him bring them over to the bench and settled down on a stool, determined to see each one.


      It was the Lewis, page after page. It cut through valleys and curved around plantations, twisted through paddocks and plots. In one scene it divided a haphazard township of crazy construction, in another it swallowed camp sites and picnic tables, fences and shops as heavy rain drove in sideways like a giant sheet of corrugated iron. Each scene was composed so that every bird and shrub and person was clearly defined and in view. It was as though Novi had x-ray eyes and could see through ordinary barriers to reveal what lived and breathed beneath them. The pictures defied any real perspective or scale, but the jostling viewpoints drew Dom in, threw him around and left him faintly dizzy. He felt pleased to be able to distinguish some of the elements of Novi’s style. He wished Camille was with him.


      When Dom got to the end of the pile he sat up tall and stretched. His lower back had set into a hard coil from perching so long at the bench. His shoulders and biceps felt as heavy as sandbags. Outside, night was creeping in. He turned and looked for Novi, and found him sitting cross-legged in the patchwork armchair, watching. Dom eased himself off the stool, hobbled over and crouched next to him.


      ‘Your art is fantastic, Novi. You’re talented — MissMorrison thinks so, too, and she’s offered to take you for private art lessons once a week after school. How would you like that?’


      The boy’s eyes flashed for an instant. Then his expression closed down. ‘We can’t afford it,’ he said.


      ‘She won’t be charging anything. It’ll be part of a talented art program we’re putting together for you. To really lift the lid on this stuff you’re doing.’


      Novi frowned. He still seemed hesitant. Dom was puzzled.


      ‘Wouldn’t you like to get your hands on some proper materials? Paints and canvases and whatever else you want?’


      Novi looked torn. ‘Yes, but … what if I get into trouble?’


      Of course! Dom gave him a reassuring smile. ‘These will be special art lessons, just for you. You won’t get into trouble, I promise. Not if you agree to concentrate on your schoolwork in class when I need you to and do your homework and your jobs around the house. That’s your end of the bargain. What do you say?’


      Novi sat very still. He seemed shrunken in the oversized armchair, a fragile, fairytale creature. Dom searched for a way to put him at ease. ‘Look, Novi, you’re an artist. Your mum and dad … we all want to help you manage your time a bit better, that’s all. Give you some space so you can be free to really express yourself.’


      Dom glanced over at the drawings on the bench. He wondered how such a staggering output was produced by this slip of a kid; where on earth did it all come from? He gripped his thighs and stood up. ‘I want to see where you can go with this, mate. I want you to show me what you’re really capable of.’


      The boy simply blinked at him, his hand pressed to his chest.


      


      MrBest is smiling at me. It’s a real smile, in his eyes. The colour has come back to his cheeks and sweat has dried his hair into tufts. There’s only a faint smell of sick.


      All the cicadas are moving their wings in me. I’m scared, but they’re not. They’re buzzing. They like MrBest. His idea of art lessons has made them swarm, ready to burst out of me all at once. Maybe soon they’ll have their chance.


      That’s when I decide to show him.


      I walk over to the cupboard with the rakes and mattocks in it and pull open the bottom drawer. Nobody opens it anymore except me and I have to yank hard with both hands. Here, underneath a stack of old storybooks, is where I keep my other drawings, the ones I don’t show anyone.


      My murder pictures.


      I pick one out and bring it over to the bench. MrBest takes it from me like it’s precious. He looks at it long and hard and doesn’t say anything. I watch his Adam’s apple bob up and down a few times.


      It’s the scene of the crime. I know the river was mad and raging that day from all the rain. I’ve studied the clues on my walks in that sort of weather, searching the dirty water for objects the river has taken: sticks and rubbish and animals. I have put the koel in a few places up high, imagining where it could have been that day and what it might have seen. It must have seen something. All murderers leave clues.


      Mr Best puts the picture down and looks at me. ‘Are there more?’ he asks.


      I nod.


      ‘Bring them out,’ he says quietly, putting a hand on my shoulder. ‘All of them.’


      And so I do.


      


      In the kitchen, Novi held out a plate of little balls: fresh figs stuffed with ricotta and wrapped in prosciutto, he said. Dom chose one tentatively, he’d never had a fig before. He took a small bite, but it wasn’t the sort of thing to be bitten, he had to throw it into his mouth whole and chew it up in one creamy, seedy, sweet and salty mouthful. It was unbelievably good. He took another one straightaway and had to work hard to resist wolfing down the whole plate.


      George opened the wine and Mira pulled the roast from the oven. While the meat was resting and Dom, ignorant of most cooking procedures beyond reheating, was grappling silently with the concept, she gave him a quick tour of the house. Each room was painted a different colour and crammed so full of odd furniture, teetering piles of books, art and bric-a-brac it looked as though there had been a huge explosion and miraculously everything had landed in almost its proper place. Mira’s bare feet padded the floorboards, navigating the labyrinth with ease, explaining where George had knocked out walls to improve the light, showing furniture he had salvaged and restored and frames he had made for Novi’s pictures, which were numerous and hanging everywhere. Following behind, Dom was mesmerised by the swishing of her buttocks and decided that this woman and her house had the same look about them: abundant, chaotic and welcoming.


      She stopped at a sideboard to withdraw some wine glasses. Dom took a look at the photographs arranged on top. Nestled among a glass milk bottle full of white feathers, a yellow teapot with an orange dragon motif and a small dish holding three dead Christmas beetles, shiny as gemstones, was a picture of a fascinatingly young and slim George and Mira on their wedding day, as well as several baby photos of Novi. In one photograph Novi was holding the hand of a tall man with a bushy moustache. Dom stared. It was the man from Novi’s drawings, the man in the river.


      ‘My father, Umberto,’ Mira said, seeing his interest.


      In the shed earlier, perched on the stool, Dom hadn’t been sure how he knew the man in Novi’s drawings was dead, but he knew. His heart had kicked over at the sad face of the moustached man and the sinister presence of all those crows, their beady eyes fixed on the floating body below. He’d had to swallow more than once to relieve the sudden constriction in his throat and his eyes had let him down again, filling up with water. After the initial shock had passed he saw that the pictures were more sad than spooky. His heart had gone out to the boy, he was clearly grappling with feelings of loss and confusion. When George appeared at the door to call them up for dinner, Novi slid the last pictures under the pile on the workbench without a word. He looked at Dom and Dom understood: his parents had not seen these. Oblivious, George began showing Dom the clamped pieces of his boat, explaining what remained to be done with the hull and describing his design for the interior. All the while Dom had wondered what sort of parent this man was. Mira, too. What kind of home life produced a child like Novi?


      Now, as he took the wine glasses from her hands and carried them out to the table on the back veranda, he felt a sense of foreboding, a dark curiosity as to what the evening had in store for him.


      Outside the night was alive with insects. Cicadas chanted and beetles battered the windows. George set down platters of food and a cloud of mosquitoes rose to greet them. Novi flicked a cigarette lighter at some citronella candles in clay dishes; they sputtered and their tangy smoke rose to mingle with the cooling night air. George disappeared for a moment and returned with some long cotton pants and a pair of socks, insisting Dom put them on for extra protection. Then Mira arrived with the roast and they all took their seats.


      The meal began noisily with the best pork crackling Dom had ever eaten. They crunched it up with eager fingers and shining lips. Mira piled little prisms of golden potatoes onto his plate, a scoop of fried fennel and onion cooked with vinegar, she explained, and some home-grown green vegetables glistening in seasoned olive oil. The meat itself, infused with garlic and crisp herbs, fell away under his knife. His stomach groaned in pleasure, welcoming the respite from bacon and egg rolls, fish-finger sandwiches and Mavis’s punishing casseroles.


      As the night went on Dom couldn’t hide the response the rest of his body was having to the bike ride. Incrementally, his muscles were tightening as though hooked on a thousand tiny pulleys and he could tell it was going to be a painful and lumbering recovery. Mira noticed him wince a few times. She described some stretches she thought would help. ‘I taught yoga for a while, over at the caravan park, but I had to stop.’


      Dom was surprised. She didn’t look lithe enough to be the yoga type. ‘What happened?’


      She pinched a clove of garlic out of its skin and popped it into her mouth. ‘I suffered from the most spectacular fanny farts.’


      ‘Mum!’ Novi glared at her in horror.


      Dom choked on a piece of potato and George snorted with mirth.


      ‘What?’ she demanded. ‘It’s true! It’s all right for you lot.’


      Novi buried his face in his napkin and shook his head. Mira ignored him and continued. ‘Some of those poses just fill you with air, especially the ones on your back with your legs up.’


      Dom struggled to take this information in the matter-of-fact way it was being given. He couldn’t look at George because the man was leaking giggles like a punctured air mattress. His wife snapped a napkin at him crossly.


      ‘I tried to be Buddhist about it, you know, rise above it, accept it as natural and all that. But I simply wasn’t enlightened enough.’


      She sighed and took a sip of wine. There was a lull at the table. Dom exhaled quietly, relieved to have kept it together. Then she said, ‘You know you can’t control a fanny fart like a normal one, don’t you, Dom?’


      ‘No!’ Novi groaned in despair.


      Dom’s eyebrows shot up. He shook his head.


      ‘Very little control,’ she said with a grave nod. ‘In the end it was ridiculous! I was a ball of tension worrying whether I was sucking in air and when it would escape. I didn’t care myself, but I didn’t want to distract the pupils. It wasn’t relaxing at all — terrible when you’re the one teaching relaxation. I do yoga at home, of course, where farts of any kind are acceptable. Aren’t they?’


      She looked at Novi, who picked desperately at his dinner and refused to answer her. Mira placed a plump, olive-skinned elbow on the table and leaned in.


      ‘I don’t believe in keeping anything in that needs to be out,’ she said sweetly. ‘Everything out, I say, much healthier! But I’d be happy to take you through the basics sometime if you’d like. Even the breathing is extremely beneficial. Free of charge, of course.’


      George gave him an encouraging nod but Dom was certain he would never be able to do yoga in Mira’s presence without picturing her fanny. She studied his expression for a moment as though guessing his thoughts. Then she clapped her hands together, threw her head back and laughed.


      ‘Well, you’re going to need something after a lunatic bike ride like that!’


      


      God, he was full. His stomach was so tight from the seconds and thirds Mira had pressed upon him it felt ready to burst. But when dessert arrived he found he still had some room. The strawberries were home-grown too, tiny but pungent and marinated, Mira told him, in a mixture of balsamic vinegar, sugar and fresh mint and served with a dollop of mascarpone cheese. The combination was such a revelation Dom felt in danger of passing out.


      Dessert vanquished, he collapsed back in his chair with a groan. Novi recounted a story about when George had to be taken to hospital because Mira had fed him so much — a story Dom would have previously taken as exaggeration but now believed was completely possible. He watched the boy, smiling and scooping mascarpone out of his bowl with his finger, perfectly at ease. The anxiety that was apparent in him earlier seemed to have vanished. Still, Dom couldn’t shake the memory of those pictures. The dead man and the crows lurked at the edges of his thoughts.


      For a while they all sat in woozy digestion, nursing their rotund stomachs and gazing contentedly at the garden. In the stillness the citronella flames stood tall and unwavering. The cicadas had fallen quiet and everything was peaceful. The lawn breathed. Crickets tinkled like tiny bells. Bats flew out of the dark trees to swoop drunkenly over the river and Dom listened to the flutter of their wings and their quiet sonar squeaks. A small grey cat appeared, stalking the perimeter of the garden, pouncing on rustling noises. Novi wandered over to flop down on the grass and twitched a twig for its entertainment. George took the empty bowls to the kitchen and returned with a slim bottle and four small glasses with a single ice cube in each.


      ‘Tried the local poison yet, Dom?’


      ‘Mulberry wine?’


      ‘God no!’ Mira shuddered. ‘Stay away from that.’


      Dom decided not to mention that he quite liked it. Instead he told them about his neighbours and their habit. Mira was horrified. ‘Jesus! You’re not living up at Camelot with all those widows, are you? You’ll never get laid hanging out with that lot!’ She poked his leg with her bare foot, flashing scarlet toenails. ‘I bet they love you, though.’


      Dom looked down with a bashful smile. They did love him. Kane was just a bit of fluff.


      ‘Amaro Cherubini,’ George said, pouring a small amount of thick dark liquid into each glass and nodding towards his wife. ‘It’s an old recipe from Mira’s family. A digestif. Good for the blood, they say.’


      Dom took a sip and frowned at the drink’s complexity, sweet and herbal. He tried to identify the flavours but could only think of aniseed. He took another sip. Novi came to join them and Mira handed him one of the glasses.


      ‘Sip it slowly,’ she instructed. ‘That’s all for you.’


      A breeze stirred. The candles guttered, flicking light across their faces. It was Mira’s father, George told Dom, who’d established the local wine industry, and the whole operation had begun long ago with an experiment in silk.


      ‘It was around the time people were looking into grapes and olives and the like, alternatives to wheat and sheep. Some of the migrants from Europe had a silk tradition and there were plenty of others here who were keen to give it a go. At the time there was huge export potential. The silk industry in France and Italy was knocked for six from disease.’ George threw up his arms. ‘Louis Pasteur, Dom!’


      ‘What about him?’


      George sat forward. ‘The French government commissioned Pasteur in the 1860s to find a cure for their silkworms, that’s how much the industry was hurting. Pasteur wasn’t famous then — he’d never even laid eyes on a silkworm! But he went on to develop his system of quarantine by studying them. In the end, all he could do was contain the disease, he couldn’t eradicate it. And the native European breeds were more or less wiped out.’


      Dom took a sip of liqueur and frowned. He’d never heard any of this.


      ‘At one point,’ George continued, ‘entire P&O liners stacked with nothing but silkworm eggs were travelling from Japan to Europe — gives you an idea of the demand, eh?’


      Dom found it hard to imagine. ‘When was this?’


      George leaped out of his chair, threw himself off the veranda with a grunt and disappeared like a torpedo across the dark lawn.


      ‘He’s getting the box,’ Novi explained.


      ‘I’ll put the coffee on,’ his mother sighed.


      A few minutes later George emerged from the shed with a shabby archive box and plonked it triumphantly in Dom’s lap. Dom lifted the lid and began picking through the documents and photographs inside.


      George sat down, drained his glass and poured them more Amaro.


      ‘Around 1876, these ships from Japan were being insured for millions of pounds, the eggs were so valuable. I mean, the Japanese were making more money exporting silkworm eggs than Australia was from digging up gold. No wonder some far-sighted locals like Mira’s granddad decided to try for a piece of the action.’


      George shook his head and fell back in his chair, overwhelmed by the lost opportunity. Returning from the kitchen, Mira leaned over and rifled through the box on Dom’s lap until she found the photograph she wanted.


      ‘My grandfather. One of the very first silk growers in Morus.’ She handed the picture to Dom. In mottled sepia, a middle-aged man sat before a curious exhibit. Dom craned towards the candlelight to see better.


      Mira’s grandfather had obviously gone to a lot of trouble to prepare for the photo: he was dressed in a dapper-looking three-piece suit complete with tie, fob watch and white pocket handkerchief. His hair, oiled smooth and parted on the side, was lying close to his head like a cap, and his long moustache had been carefully shaped, too. The shot was taken outside; a polished wooden table with turned legs and matching chair had been brought out into the sunlight and the man was seated with one elbow on the table. Covering the table was a white cloth and on top was a big, burry-looking nest of what seemed to be miniature, elongated eggs.


      ‘Silk cocoons,’ Mira said.


      Dom peered closer. The man held one cocoon delicately between his finger and thumb while his deep-set eyes gazed directly down the lens of the camera. He was being captured for posterity and he was clearly proud of the fruits of his labour. Dom thought there was something odd about the shot, though. Despite his smart attire and careful grooming the man’s dusty work boots were poking out from beneath his trouser cuffs — most likely the only shoes he had. The table’s elegant legs rested on bare dirt and in the background a rough timber corner of a house was just visible. These contrasts Dom found interesting.


      He saw there was something else at odds with the man, too, something beyond the stiffly placed hands and the selfconscious angle of his head, unaccustomed as he must have been to being photographed. It was his eyes — there was a light radiating from them, a glittering intensity. This man didn’t belong to the world of splintered wood and bare dirt and a single pair of shoes. He’d set his sights on a much more splendid future. And the key to this future he held in his fingers: a cocoon, like a nugget of gold, plucked from the weary dust of poverty.


      


      It’s late and I’m tired. I know the cicadas won’t keep me awake tonight. For once I am looking forward to going to sleep. My mother is tucking me into bed and, like every night, I ask for a story.


      ‘But if I’m gone too long, George will drag out the blueprints and MrBest will be trapped.’


      ‘Is he going to ride home in the dark?’


      She smooths the sheet over me. ‘One of us will drive him,’ she says. ‘We’ll put his bike in the back of the ute.’


      I’m glad about this. ‘Can I have just one quick story?’


      ‘About Jack and his glory?’


      I groan.


      ‘Shall I begin it? That’s all that’s in it!’


      She’ll give in. She always does.


      ‘A real story, please? Tell me about Pyramus and Thingy.’


      ‘Pyramus and Thisbe — you love the gory ones, don’t you?’


      She settles down next to me but I don’t take up my sketchpad like I usually do. Tonight I just listen.


      ‘All right then,’ she begins. ‘This story was told to me by my father, and it was told to him by my father’s father. And it was told to him by my father’s father’s father … all the way back to a poor little village in Italy where your ancestors first grew silk. In those days every farm had to have a mulberry tree because silk was such an important resource for the country. The king couldn’t get enough of it! So this is the story of how mulberries got their colour: the tragic tale of Pyramus and Thisbe, those desperadoes of forbidden love.’


      ‘Why was it forbidden?’


      ‘Because their families were bitter enemies. They were neighbours locked in a feud and they despised each other more than anything in the world.’


      ‘Why were they fighting?’


      ‘Well … they’d been fighting for so long nobody could even remember why. And that only made their fighting more intense.’


      I frown. ‘That doesn’t make sense.’


      ‘Who said it had to make sense? People rarely make sense.’


      ‘But —’


      ‘Shush! Just listen. Back in the days of Pyramus and Thisbe, parents were very strict. They had complete control over their children.’


      ‘The kids were like slaves.’


      ‘They were very well behaved. And of course the parents of Pyramus and Thisbe wouldn’t let their children see each other.’


      ‘Because of the feud.’


      ‘Exactly! So for months and months these two passionate souls could do nothing but make love through the garden wall.’


      I pull a face. My mother sighs.


      ‘Make love, not have sex! There’s a difference! And in those days there wasn’t much in the way of contraception so a stone wall was probably as effective as anything. But finally they couldn’t stand it anymore and decided to steal away from their families in the dead of night and meet in the cemetery.’


      ‘Was it haunted?’


      ‘Probably. So the beautiful Thisbe arrives first and she’s waiting there with bated breath and heaving bosom when all of a sudden a lion runs out of the bushes on a hunting spree!’


      ‘Were there lions in Italy?’


      ‘This was in Greece, not Italy. Pyramus and Thisbe were Greek.’


      ‘Were there lions in Greece?’


      ‘Well, obviously! This was thousands of years ago, mind you. So, the lion charges at Thisbe but he only manages to get her handkerchief, chewing it in his bloodied mouth while Thisbe runs off. Then Pyramus turns up and scares away the lion. He finds the bloody handkerchief and, oh my God, he’s devastated. He thinks Thisbe’s been eaten! In a fit of despair he plunges his sword into his chest, thinking that life without Thisbe just wouldn’t be worth living. His blood gushes out and flows into the soil at his feet where a white-mulberry tree is growing. All that passionate blood washes onto the roots of the tree and stains the ground a deep, dark red. Then, of course, Thisbe returns, right as rain and no hint of the lion anywhere. She sees her poor Pyramus dead and not to be outdone in dramatic love gestures she stabs herself and gushes blood everywhere, too. And with her last dying breath, Thisbe asks the mulberry tree to remember them, to mark their deaths by bearing fruit the colour of their blood forever after.’


      ‘And the tree heard her.’


      ‘It did. And that is how mulberries got their colour, to remind us not to hold silly grudges because it will only end badly.’


      ‘Is that the moral?’


      She kisses me. ‘If you like. That, or don’t impale yourself on a sword before making sure your lover’s really dead. I mean, that Pyramus was a bit of a dill, eh?’


      I yawn.


      ‘If the parents had just let those two horny devils get to know each other they probably would have discovered they had nothing in common anyway. In all likelihood, Pyramus was a bad kisser and Thisbe was dull as dishwater.’


      She switches off the light and leaves the door open a crack, the way I like it. I lie there for a while, looking at the strip of light and listening to their laughter out on the veranda. I fall asleep dreaming of swords and lions and rivers of blood.


      


      The volume on the stereo softened a little and Mira reappeared with more coffee and a plate of biscotti, a red shawl thrown over her shoulders. Dom hadn’t noticed how cool the night had turned, he was too busy watching George roll a joint and wondering how he should respond. Mira sat down and poured coffee. George lit the joint, inhaled and offered it to Dom. He hesitated.


      ‘Don’t worry,’ Mira teased, rearranging her shawl and tucking her feet beneath her. ‘We won’t tell.’


      Dom accepted and took a drag. The last time he’d smoked a joint was ages ago, sitting on the back steps with Ace at his farewell party. The tobacco hit him the hardest, straightaway his head started spinning and his legs turned warm and weak. He passed the joint to Mira and drank in deep breaths of cool air, full of earth and river and sweet invisible flowers. Note by note he received them until every cell in his body was infused, until he was at one with the night, coasting pleasantly along its endless dark and hidden passages. He listened to the ghostly swish of bat wings and shivered, cherishing the chill after so many weeks of flattening heat. He sank deeper into his chair, his lungs full of night air, his face awash in candlelight and his belly pleasantly stuffed. He glanced over at George. The man’s face had grown jolly and his big eyes were shining. He met his gaze. ‘Cheers to you, Dom,’ he said.


      He clinked his glass against Dom’s a bit too merrily and cracked it. Before Dom could react, George shouted ‘Ha!’, and tossed the glass into the ferns with a flourish that startled the cat.


      The joint went round again. Feeling full of abandon, Dom decided to share a secret. ‘You know, I’ve never told anyone this before …’


      ‘Oh, goody!’ Mira sat forward to give him her full attention. ‘Go on.’


      ‘I’ve always wanted to have a nip of Scotch and then throw the glass into the fireplace.’


      She was delighted. ‘Really?’


      ‘I know it’s dumb. I think it’d feel good, though.’


      Mira considered it. ‘Hmm … macho. Like beating your chest.’


      With a heave, George pulled himself out of his chair and bolted inside. He reappeared a moment later with a bottle of Scotch and three fresh glasses.


      ‘Here you go,’ he said gleefully, handing around the glasses and slopping whisky into each of them.


      Dom laughed.


      ‘Come on!’ George encouraged him. ‘Up we get! Beat your chest — throw it like a wild man. Try and hit the pepper tree. Okay, all ready?’


      Grinning, they nodded.


      ‘Cheers!’


      They downed their drinks and pitched their glasses across the lawn. ‘Shit!’ Mira cried as hers fell short on the grass. The other two made a satisfying smash as they struck the tree, and George and Dom roared in victory. The cat took off.


      Tumbling back into their chairs they sat in silence for a while. Down by the river the bats were growing raucous. They dipped wildly in the night sky, wiping out the stars in dark streaks. Dom looked across at Mira and George and felt a giggle rising to fill his chest and then dissolving warmly. Mad as cut snakes, both of them. With a surge of wellbeing not completely cannabis induced, he took a sip of Amaro and let out a long, deep sigh.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 11

    


    
      Dom woke on top of apricot chenille in three worlds of pain: aching body, pounding head and throbbing erection. The erection was his first struggle. As soon as he touched it he thought of Camille. It was a tantalising combination but every stroke was like a hammer to his head; in a feat of evil engineering the booze-and-dope hangover had fused his skull and his penis together via a bolt in his jugular. Any tinkering below triggered a twist of metal in the neck. It was torment. He soldiered on.


      Afterwards he squinted at his watch until the face of it made sense. Eight o’clock on Sunday morning and he was late for T-ball. An absurd hour to be up on a Sunday, eight. An absurd sport, T-ball.


      He was late, late. He lay on the bedspread making no move to get up. Splinters of sunlight needled him through the pattern of the curtains. A lacy mother duck led three lacy ducklings down to the water’s edge, none of them making the slightest effort to shield his vulnerable eyes. Their indifference inspired in him a savage urge to lash out and pull the useless fucking things from the wall. He lunged, yanking at the corner of the curtain with all his feeble early-morning might. The lace was synthetic and merely gave the ducks a pleasant stretch. Nausea foamed up in him from the effort of pulling and he was forced to lie back and stay very still for a few minutes. After a while he felt pretty confident he wouldn’t be sick. He dragged himself upright and out of bed.


      He was already fully dressed, a good start, except his T-shirt was the one he’d ridden to the Lepidos’ in and reeked of dried sweat, while George’s cotton trousers made him look like a circus performer and had a gaping hole in the crotch. He’d have to change. The task seemed monumentally difficult. He could hardly focus through the pounding behind his eyes. All he could think of was George pouring him more and more of that syrupy Amaro the night before. In the end he must have confessed he liked mulberry wine because he remembered drinking that, too. He plodded to the bathroom to use the toilet and then out to the kitchen, where he found a whole case of mulberry wine sitting by the fridge. Looking at it made his cheeks twinge.


      A light knocking at the front door dragged him back to reality. Mavis. Only she would be up and looking so sprightly at this hour. She flitted through the open door — he must have forgotten to close it the night before — and into the kitchen. She eyed the case of wine. ‘Did you have a nice time at the Lepidos’, dear?’


      He nodded and it hurt. His head hurt and his body hurt and he had to get back onto that instrument of pain and ride out into that horribly bright sunlight and motivate a whole lot of other people’s children to hit a softball off an overgrown golf tee.


      ‘Did you get to sample any of Mira’s bush bud?’


      ‘What? Mavis!’ He ran the kitchen tap and splashed cold water onto his face.


      She put her hands on her hips. ‘Well, you don’t think they survive on basil alone, do you?’


      ‘I don’t know!’ he cried in exasperation, wiping his head with a tea towel. ‘I’m late!’ He grabbed a box of cereal out of the cupboard and gave her a pleading look.


      She must have decided he was too wretched to tease any further. ‘All right then. I’ll leave you to it.’ From the hallway she called, ‘The best remedy for a Cherubini hangover is pancakes, by the way.’


      Dom didn’t reply. He was back in his bedroom flinging clothes around in a fury. Someone had hidden his deodorant and all his clean underwear. Someone had also forgotten to rinse out his sweaty sports shorts and instead left them in a damp ball in his backpack. The conspiracy threatened to overwhelm him. Finally he discarded his sour T-shirt for a clean but comprehensively creased one. George’s trousers would have to do. He would just have to remember not to do any squats. ‘And bacon!’ he heard Mavis sing out, ‘to cut through that purple, purple haze!’ Her door clicked shut and shortly afterwards Frank Sinatra started belting out a tune with full orchestral support. In his lounge room, Dom glared through the doorway but his eyes began to quiver strangely so he stopped. His watch mocked him. He clutched his forehead in misery. Leaving the unopened box of cereal on the bench he grabbed his wallet and helmet and hobbled outside, thinking no further ahead than the familiar path to the take-away shop.


      


      The morning was hell. It felt like it would never end. Out on the T-ball field his form wasn’t exactly inspirational. The pain from the lactic acid build-up in his thighs alone was almost enough to kill him. Sensing his weakness the kids skylarked around. He hid behind his sunnies and let them. When at last it was over he took himself home for a much-needed shower. Then he collapsed onto the lounge with a groan.


      After a doze he felt slightly better. The Panadol he’d been gobbling all morning kept the pain behind his eyes at bay but he could feel its throbbing pressure there, ready to hustle back in. He decided it was safest just to stay horizontal and watch bad TV.


      At midday there was a knock at the door. He heaved himself up, hobbled over and opened it. It was Camille.


      ‘I found out Rotary offer a few grants each year,’ she launched in breathlessly. ‘There’s one Novi might be eligible for …’ Her voice trailed off. ‘Jesus, you look like death.’


      It was horrible. He felt far too wretched to cope with a visit from Camille, unable to offer any kind of coherent reply. ‘I’m sorry,’ he finally whispered, ‘I have to lie down.’ He crept back to the lounge expecting her to leave, hoping desperately that she would. Instead she shut the door and headed into the kitchen to put the kettle on. She made them both a cup of tea and settled herself in one of the low cane armchairs with the weekend paper. Then she disappeared behind the supplements for an hour.


      The time passed peacefully. Orchestral strains drifted in from across the corridor to complement the quiet. When Dom saw Camille was onto the crossword he couldn’t resist asking for a clue. She read out a few and he tried to engage his mind but the results were dismal. Still, he was glad of the company. Her easy silence was comforting.


      Eventually she cast the paper to the floor. For a while she sat hugging her knees, pressing at a toenail that had turned black. Dom noticed how smooth her shins were. She had a triangle-shaped scar near one knee. He imagined touching the white indentation, running his palm up the long silky line of her leg. She felt his gaze on her.


      ‘How are you feeling?’


      He tasted his mouth. ‘Okay.’


      ‘I spoke to Malcolm,’ she said, sitting forward. ‘He said you could go along to the next Rotary meeting and nominate Novi for the grant. He thinks a submission from his teacher would have a good impact. I’d do it but Rotary’s a blokes’ thing, really.’


      Dom knew he could think of something useful to add if only his mouth didn’t taste so bad. Weird, how the badness of his mouth was inversely proportional to the goodness of Camille’s shins.


      ‘I can help you choose the pictures,’ she offered. ‘We’ll have to be strategic, though. We can’t wave his freak flag too high or they’ll never go for it. How many are there?’


      Dom closed his eyes. ‘Lots. Wait till you see them all.’


      ‘It shouldn’t be hard to put a portfolio together, then. Something to entice a sponsor.’


      Dom was grateful — for her interest, her effort, her legs. For being there when he was so helplessly unappealing. But he was finding it difficult to give up the lounge and deal with the remainder of his hangover. He couldn’t even muster the energy to tell her about the pictures he’d seen the day before, not while the afternoon sun was beginning its daily bake of the flat.


      He lay there, thinking about the drawings Novi had shown him, the ones from the bottom drawer. A drowned grandfather. He thought about Mira’s family and the silk growers, about George and his boat and his mad enthusiasm. He thought about Novi’s timeline with its violent clash depicted in coloured pencils: brown bodies oozing red scribble. The boy had placed his trust in him; there was no going back now. All of these thoughts hurt his head.


      He shifted his hot cheek on the pillow. Discovering the fabric was damp from drool made him feel even more pathetic. ‘All I want to do is jump in the ocean,’ he groaned.


      Camille was in the kitchen again, peering inside Dom’s fridge. The tilt of her head conveyed that it had been a long time since she had encountered contents so uninspiring. She slammed the door. ‘Come on, then. Let’s go.’


      ‘Where?’


      ‘The beach! We’ll go to Banio.’


      He pulled himself up, defiant in the face of nausea now that there was an end in sight. ‘Really? I haven’t been once since I moved here. It was just about my only reason for coming.’


      She considered him for a moment. ‘How do you think you’ll go in the car?’


      He set his jaw. ‘We’ll keep the windows down.’


      With monumental effort he hauled his aching body from its floral resting place. He swallowed a couple of times.


      ‘I’m going to need some pancakes and bacon first, though.’


      


      Camille parked the car and they walked down the track to the sea. On the blustering shoreline they stood together, breathing deeply. She watched Dom stretch out his arms to embrace the afternoon southerly, to feel the tumbling currents roll past, the strong, smooth tendons of sea wind. He leaned his chest into it and released a cry, gull like. It sounded thin and in an instant was whipped away behind them.


      Camille put her hands over her ears. She heard the hollow resonance, the echo of secret corridors in seashells. Hair lashed her face and she tried to hold it back but loose strands clung to her forehead and stuck in her eyes. Soon her nose was running and her ears were aching. She felt sorry for Dom that the conditions had turned so unpleasant. With disbelief she saw him start tearing off his clothes.


      ‘You’re not going in?’


      He shot her a mad grin. ‘It’s the ocean!’ he replied as if she were the mad one. Off he ran in his boardshorts, leaping over drifts of beached seaweed, dry bluebottles popping under his feet. The surf was huge and white against the ocean’s grey backdrop. He plunged straight into the foam.


      ‘Be careful!’ she called and pointed feebly. ‘There’s a rip!’ But her words were snatched away. Besides, he was unstoppable. He flung himself into an onslaught of slate-coloured waves with the recklessness of one landlocked too long. She pulled her towel over her head like a cape, trapping her hair and shielding her ears from the gale. Huddling on the sand away from the piles of stinking seaweed, she breathed short gulps of salt air and watched Dom enjoying a most unenjoyable-looking sea. Waves slapped him mercilessly and yet he tackled each one with determination; there were none he didn’t try to surf. He lunged forward with the swell, thrashed his arms and legs in an attempt towards the shore, delighted each time his body caught the momentum and rode it forward — she could see his face peering happily out of the foam and he seemed content to be deposited each time into a shallow channel of sandy froth.


      Slapped and tumbled and dumped, Dom stayed in the surf until water filled his ears and nose and he was nothing but brine, until his limbs were leaden and his hangover drowned, until he held a remnant of ocean in every crease and crevice of his body.


      At last he staggered out and made his way back up the beach. Face pale and peaceful, hair plastered to his head, he lumbered to a halt before her, his slick chest heaving.


      She stood and wrapped the towel around him, holding his cold body and rubbing his back like a child to warm him. He leaned his whole weight into her, resting his forehead on her shoulder, recovering his breath. Against her cheek his head was cold and damp, his weekend beard a constellation of tiny droplets. His warm breath melted her neck. Lightly, she rocked with the rhythm of his thumping heart.


      For a minute they stayed like this, until sea water trickled from his nose and onto her shoulder. She shrieked at the cold. He grinned and shook his head like a wet dog. Then he grabbed her hand and pulled her close and kissed her.


      They laughed into each other, into the wild wind.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 12

    


    
      The Rotary Club of Morus met at six o’clock every Tuesday evening at the bowling club. Dom could have walked but he borrowed the Falcon, keen to make a good impression. With Novi’s artwork beside him on the seat he barely had time to admire the two-tone upholstery and enjoy the old-fashioned gear system (or notice the faint smell of cigarettes — curious, because he had never seen Mavis smoke), before pulling in to the club’s car park.


      He was far too early. He lingered in the lobby, dazzled by the carpet’s upbeat geometric design. A large sign warned: No bare feet, swimwear, untidiness, training apparel, singlets, brief shorts, leotards, football jerseys, scuffs, thongs or overalls. And then in bold red lettering: Strictly no thongs on the dance floor. Dom wondered if this last rule was more of a safety issue; he imagined a stiletto could inflict serious injury to the flesh of a thong-clad foot, especially if worn by someone hefty throwing off a dull week with the abandon only club rock and bourbon could inspire. He studied the list again and wondered how strict they were about enforcing the regulations. Was he dressed appropriately? Could his shoes be classified as training apparel?


      Looking around, he thought the interior of the place must have been given a recent overhaul, although the lighting was still the unforgiving fluorescent kind that drained everything of ambience and showed you what you’d look like if you were dead. Fake-looking indoor plants were propped here and there, shivering in the air-conditioning under stoles of coconut fibre, dreaming sluggish dreams of rainforests. In the corner a snack machine was illuminated like some modern-day shrine, offering, if not eternal salvation, at least the comfort of sugar, salt and oil.


      Through the reek of decades-old beer he made his way to the bar and ordered a Coke from a cheerful middle-aged barmaid in a blouse that echoed the carpet. Uncomfortable under the scrutiny of the serious drinkers, he took his Coke back to the lobby to look in the trophy cabinets. Plaques and shields cluttered the shelves but most of their bronze patches were engraved with names too small and tarnished for him to read. On the opposite wall hung a list of the annual bowling champions stretching back to 1962, and further along were six neat rows of framed photographs honouring the club’s past directors. At first glance the portraits seemed identical, every one of the subjects old, grey and balding, but on closer inspection Dom felt it was one of the oddest collections of faces he’d ever seen: more bulging foreheads and frog eyes, rubbery lips and thin, fly-away hair grown long in all the wrong places, than surely was possible in one small town. It was both funny and disturbing.


      Dom presumed the Rotary men would look pretty much the same. When his father had been invited to join years ago after the aluminium windows hit paydirt he was considered one of the young ones at fifty. He knew his father had benefited from the business network that had opened up to him and the local prestige associated with being a member, but beyond fundraising and hosting exchange students Dom wasn’t sure what actually went on at Rotary. The organisation wasn’t appealing to somebody his age; even at university he was never much of a society guy, and he didn’t see the attraction of belonging to a club that didn’t allow women. He wondered if he’d be forced to partake in some kind of secret handshake or weird ritual involving aprons and ancient manuscripts, but when a set of double doors opened near the dining area beyond the poker machines, the scene looked pretty ordinary. He wandered over and saw that a function room had been set up for the event with three trestle tables arranged boardroom style, clothed and skirted and set for dinner. To the left was the servery, a fluorescent portal into a stainless-steel world where a giant in a hair net prepared plates of roast of the day, helped by a couple of matronly waitresses.


      Dom waited by the doorway for Malcolm to arrive. He watched the members greet each other with normal-looking handshakes and jovial comments, standing in small groups to chat over their schooners, everyone showered with hair neatly combed. Dom clutched Novi’s portfolio and tried to stay optimistic. He counted twenty-two men and one girl, an olive-skinned exchange student sporting a green blazer studded with dozens of little gilt badges. Watching her, Dom felt like a scuba diver spotting an exotic shell stranded on a reef of bleached coral, and yet the girl was smiling and joking with the men and seemed very much at home. Maybe this lot were more open-minded than they appeared? After all, Malcolm seemed to think Novi had a shot at the fellowship, didn’t he? Where the hell was Malcolm?


      At last Dom saw him hurrying across the lobby. They greeted each other and he ushered Dom inside to meet the club president. Somewhere in his fifties, Gerard Roper was one of the younger ones, tall, broad shouldered and handsome. He shook Dom’s hand firmly: ‘Pleasure to meet you — great to have you here!’ With his tanned complexion, shaggy brown hair silvering in the most flattering way, cream cotton trousers and pale blue shirt rolled to the elbow, Gerard Roper was both the most casual and the most stylish figure in the room and he embodied such confidence and good humour that Dom couldn’t help warming to him instantly.


      ‘Malcolm tells me you have a submission,’ he said. ‘I’m looking forward to hearing it. You’ve only been here, what — a month? — and already you’re getting stuck in! That’s the kind of community spirit we like. You’d make a great Rotarian, Dom!’


      Dom blushed, overcome with the sudden desire to be a part of this tribe, to nestle under the cologne-scented, freshly laundered wing of Gerard Roper and bask in his praise forever. Dom was about to tell Gerard about his father being a member when he was startled by a voice hissing in his ear, ‘Where is she?’


      Dom turned. At his shoulder a pink, narrow-faced man with a clash of ginger hair stood staring at him, his pale eyes full of hostility. Dom took a small step back. ‘Sorry?’


      ‘Mavis,’ the man said. ‘Where is she?’ His arms hung loose and his voice was quiet but Dom could see an extra flush creeping up his neck, betraying some emotional storm he was trying to keep at bay.


      Confused, Dom shook his head. Malcolm stepped in. ‘Dom, this is Stanley Kelley, chartered accountant, from Kelley Financial Management. Stanley, meet our new teacher, Dom Best.’


      Stanley’s flush deepened at Malcolm’s conciliatory tone. He shook Dom’s hand clumsily but his eyes remained cold, waiting for an answer. Dom shrugged in apology. ‘Mavis is at home, I think.’


      Stanley snorted. People turned to look at them and Dom felt himself grow hot. He wanted to punch the accountant’s blotchy face.


      ‘I know you came together,’ Stanley insisted. ‘I saw the car. Did she tell you she’s banned from the club? That they revoked her driver’s licence and that’s why she has to con people into chauffeuring her around?’


      Dom’s confusion abated. The Falcon — of course they all knew who owned it, and probably all knew he was Mavis’s neighbour. He rushed to explain. ‘Mavis lent me her car. Mine’s in the garage.’ Humiliated enough, he stopped short of mentioning the bicycle and his mind struggled to process Mavis in yet another unexpected light.


      ‘Come on, Stan,’ Gerard interrupted merrily. ‘You heard the man. Relax! Get yourself a Scotch or something. And another Coke for Dom, eh?’


      For a moment Stanley fixed Gerard with a look of deep loathing. Then he walked away. Dom was relieved.


      ‘Mother-in-law,’ Gerard explained quietly. ‘Bit of tension there. Long story.’ He gave Dom an apologetic smile that made the world seem fantastic again. ‘So! I believe you met my wife a few days ago, at the shop?’


      Dom tried to recall.


      ‘Sinclair’s Produce,’ Gerard prompted. ‘Over at the Centre? Eleanor said she served you.’


      The link between Gerard Roper and the Roper Centre fell into place and Dom was surprised that this likeable man was responsible for the development. In the staffroom, heated discussions about the Centre broke out all the time — it was sucking the lifeblood from the heart of town; so-and-so from the bakery or the drapery was going to have to sell up after so many generations because they couldn’t compete with the big chains there; it was disgraceful that although council planning regulations long ago set out restrictions against a retail complex that size, somehow the development had been approved anyway. Everyone agreed that the level of corruption at Morus Shire Council was an embarrassment and deserved to be investigated. As for Dom, he thought the place an eyesore, as he did every other sprawling shopping mall, but each time he found himself there because its supermarket was bigger and open late, the place was always busy. He knew some locals made a stand and continued to buy only from the small shops in town, but no matter how much everyone complained about the Roper Centre just about everybody shopped there.


      That Gerard was married to Eleanor, however, made perfect sense. Dom remembered the elegant woman who had emerged from the office at Sinclair’s Produce to serve him when the other shop attendants were busy. They had chatted for a while about Sydney cafes and restaurants that they both knew, and although she was warm and well spoken, Dom had noticed there was a kind of sadness in her eyes, but this somehow made her beauty seem even more dignified.


      The men began sitting down at the tables and Malcolm guided Dom to a seat. At six-fifteen Gerard Roper struck a little bell and called the room to order. With a relaxed confidence he led them through the Rotary grace and a toast to queen and country before formally welcoming Dom and the few other guests. Dinner was served. Dom tried to make conversation with a big-bellied man on his left but his efforts were thwarted by the man’s acute shyness and the distracting appearance of his nose, identical in colour and texture to pumice stone. Dom, too, was hampered by nervousness, knowing his pitch was coming up soon.


      When the meal was over and the last of the plates were being cleared, Gerard stood up and within seconds all the social chit-chat ceased. He smoothly directed various members to deliver updates on the club’s community projects and one by one they took their turn to stand and talk about the bowel-screening drive, the construction of an indoor recreation centre and preparations for a charity auction dinner later in the year. Malcolm was called upon to report on the progress of the Pride of Business Awards.


      ‘Ah … we might have to extend the deadline on that one,’ he said, scratching his ear. ‘We haven’t had any nominations yet.’


      Gerard shook his head in disappointment. ‘All right then,’ he sighed, ‘let’s all concentrate on drumming up some interest in these awards. If there’s pride out there we’ll find it.’


      There was a call for other news. An obese and wheezing figure brandishing a flyer got out of his seat and began to inform them solemnly of a recent advancement in nasal-delivery technology for performance in the bedroom. With a displeased laugh, Gerard cut him off and quickly steered them back to the agenda, announcing birthdays and anniversaries and issuing some lighthearted fines. The pumice-nosed man had to pay up for sneaking a go on the pokies before the meeting, the sound of his winnings giving him away. Cake was served, covered in the sort of custard that reminded Dom of school camps, which he could eat none of because he was up next.


      The waitresses swooped, pouring coffee. Gerard rose again.


      ‘As you know, we’re still accepting nominations for our Youth Fellowship award,’ he said. ‘Tonight, Dom Best from Morus Primary is here to present someone from his class, a student whom he thinks deserves our support. Gentlemen, please make him welcome.’


      Dom got to his feet to polite applause, placing Novi’s portfolio on his chair behind him. The group fell silent. The only sound was the clink of spoon in cup and cup on saucer as coffee was sipped. Dom cleared his throat and swallowed.


      ‘Thanks, Gerard. Good evening, everyone! Thanks for having me here. As some of you might know, I’m new to Morus. In fact, I hadn’t even heard of it before I was offered the job at the school…’


      Some of the men frowned. A prickle of sweat sprang up along Dom’s back. Sensing that this sort of honesty probably wasn’t the best approach, he hurried on. ‘But my job at Morus Primary has been a fateful one. It’s introduced me to an extraordinary student, a young artist who shows great promise and who is in genuine need of assistance. His name is Novi Lepido.’ There was a stir of recognition in the room but Dom couldn’t gauge if this was positive or not.


      ‘Novi has a special gift. As his teacher it’s my job to develop it, but I can’t give him the support he deserves without some help. Of course, all my students deserve equal attention and encouragement, each one has their own unique talent. But in the case of Novi Lepido, I really do believe we have someone exceptional.’


      He reached for the portfolio, unzipped it and began passing pictures along the table. No matter how long and hard he sang the boy’s praises he knew only the art itself would convince them. He and Camille had chosen carefully, omitting any of the more confronting images. They had selected some beautiful still-life drawings with impressive detail as well as a few of the larger landscapes and some lively town scenes with identifiable characters. Dom felt a surge of excitement knowing that some of those characters were sitting across from him now, pushing their coffee cups aside and fumbling for their glasses. Camille had assured him that people always loved seeing a picture of themselves, and Dom had added the boat painting from the classroom wall, assuring her, in turn, that men always loved seeing breasts. Pictures were passed down the tables and studied in respectful silence. Nobody said anything. Moments passed and the silence stretched on. Necks were held at odd angles, stiff with uncertainty; eyes darted sideways, unsure of how to respond. Coffee cups were clutched for reassurance, moustaches smoothed by serviettes.


      Dom swallowed, dismay crawling over him like a loathsome insect. Did he seriously think this group of men — men preoccupied with wayward mothers-in-law, bowel cancer and penile dysfunction — would relate to an eleven year old’s drawing of a river? Contemplating art was clearly a foreign activity for most of them, something slightly shameful, not to be trusted. He must be deluded; now that he thought about it this whole idea was insane.


      He looked desperately at Malcolm, then Gerard, who was examining the group’s reaction. Dom couldn’t read his expression. Gerard placed his hands either side of the picture in front of him and looked at it once more. Then he said, ‘You’re in this one, Bob.’


      ‘Eh?’ A beefy man at the end of the table, whom Dom recognised from the newsagency, peered over his glasses. ‘I can’t see a bloody thing from here!’


      Others strained to look. Gerard reached across his neighbour for the picture of the flooded caravan park. He held it at arm’s length to see it better and then turned it around. ‘And that’s you, John, rescuing your paddleboats.’ He passed it on to a skinny man with greased scallops of brown hair, who took it with surprise.


      ‘How about we all get up and take a proper look at these?’ Gerard suggested. ‘Come on, don’t be shy! Stretch the legs.’


      Bob got up and made his way along the table to see the picture in which he appeared. In a flash the exchange student was out of her seat and pounced on the drawing of cicadas with a cry of delight. The sound was like a pinprick puncturing the tension. There was a general shuffling as men began leaving their places.


      Just as Camille predicted, the town scenes received the most attention. People recognised themselves and each other and were clearly flattered. Jokes were bandied about and a buzz of conversation began to compete with the clatter of dishes being scraped and stacked in the kitchen. Dom kept his eye on the boat picture, which was lingered over with raised eyebrows. Everyone had their turn to look. His heart was hammering. Eager to take advantage of this swing in mood, Dom glanced at Gerard. The man was already watching him, the glimmer of a smile on his lips. He nodded and said, ‘Order, please, gentlemen!’


      A hush descended. The men turned to look at Dom again. ‘As you can see, Novi has talent. Now, I’m sure some of you will relate when I say I don’t know much about art. But when I see a remarkable picture, a picture like this, for example …’ He reached for a dramatic bushfire painting and held it up, ‘I feel like it’s communicating something, sharing something important.’ In the picture, animals fled in terror under a red sun. Ash swirled in spirals through the brown sky. Dom thought of the fires he had driven through last month on his way up here. The picture managed to capture the power of those blazes.


      ‘Camille Morrison, the art teacher at Morus Primary, has already offered her support in the form of private weekly lessons for Novi. But supplies are expensive and Novi comes from a struggling family. As I’ve set out in the submission, Novi successfully fulfils the criteria of your youth fellowship and I suppose all I can add tonight is …’


      He paused, conscious of how important this bit was, how deeply he wanted to succeed. He took a deep breath in and slowly let it out.


      ‘When you look at these pictures, imagine how far this boy could go with your support. Novi has a gift, but he is also a gift himself — a gift to his community. He is a passionate young voice with an interest in his local area. Surely Morus could benefit from that?’


      Abruptly he sat down, flushed from the charge the speech had given him. The men shuffled back to their seats with mixed expressions: some frowning, some wide-eyed, several blank. Dom wondered if he’d overdone it with the gift metaphor.


      Nobody spoke for a while. Then nasal-technology man raised his hand. ‘Look,’ he said, shifting his belly behind the table, ‘this kid’s a good drawer, I’ll give him that. He’s done some nice scenes and everything but I thought we were giving the fellowship to an athlete, to coincide with the opening of the rec centre?’


      There was a general nodding of heads.


      ‘This has always been a sporting fellowship,’ the mayor agreed. Dom had seen his photo in the paper and remembered his pudgy face. ‘And this town continues to produce world-class athletes, thanks to the support of Rotary. Now, this isn’t supposed to be announced until next week so it has to stay within the club but I’m thrilled to confirm that Jeanine Waterhouse has been selected for the junior Australian hockey team. We’re very proud of her, Ray!’


      Everyone turned to Ray, a tall, wiry man covered in freckles. There was warm applause. ‘Thanks, Kevin. Yes, the girls are down in Canberra training as we speak.’


      Dom felt his foothold slipping. ‘That’s terrific!’ he said loudly. ‘And I’m the first person to acknowledge the important role sport plays in the health and spirit of our young people.’ There was vigorous agreement all round. ‘But the requirements of the fellowship don’t actually specify that it has to be sports related. It says here …’ He flicked through to the page he had highlighted, ‘“…a subsidy awarded to a person under eighteen years of age to encourage the further development of talent promising high achievement for the benefit of the community”.’


      Ray Waterhouse blinked. ‘Yeah, sport.’


      ‘We’ve covered hockey, netball, gymnastics, women’s touch footy and basketball,’ the mayor counted on stubby fingers. ‘This was supposed to be the year for volleyball, to coincide with the opening of the rec centre.’


      To Dom’s surprise, Stanley Kelley interjected. After their confrontation earlier, the accountant hadn’t said a word all meeting and Dom had almost forgotten about him. ‘If anyone seriously thinks we’ll have enough money to finish building the rec centre this year, they’re kidding themselves,’ he said in a dry voice.


      Gerard sighed. ‘Stan’s right. Fundraising’s down. Everyone’s feeling the pinch of this recession. And now interest rates are on the rise again.’


      The men slumped in their chairs. Gerard glanced along the tables, encouraging more comments. Bob seemed to be wrestling with a thought and eventually he spoke up. ‘I think maybe we should consider this art thing. I mean, look at this — it’s incredible! It looks just like me!’ He was studying the newsagency picture with awe. ‘There’s Samson, asleep in the doorway, and there’s Jeanette.’ He pointed to a large blob in the background.


      ‘And let’s not forget Port Torft,’ added Gerard. ‘They broke the mould last year by awarding their fellowship to that young girl — what’s her name? Plays the flute? Now she’s got a recording contract and overnight they’re promoting the place as some kind of musical Mecca. They had the Sydney Morning Herald out there. Radio National, too. Attracted some major publicity for the club.’


      The mayor folded his arms. ‘Who the hell listens to Radio National?’


      ‘Nevertheless,’ Gerard said, ‘now they’ve got an annual music festival going. Great for tourism.’ He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps it’s time to show those Coasties they’re not the only ones with an artistic streak?’


      A man on Dom’s right raised his hand tentatively. He was wearing an orange polo shirt with white text arching across the front: River’s Rest Caravan Park. ‘If we really want to attract the tourists, I think we should consider the Chamber of Commerce’s idea of a big attraction. You know, like the Big Banana? Especially now the bypass is happening. It’ll be more important than ever to draw people in off the highway. We could attach a restaurant and a theme park, create some jobs. Snare a bit more of the holiday crowd. I think there’s real opportunity there.’


      ‘What, though?’ Bob demanded in irritation. ‘The Big What? We didn’t get anywhere with this last time because none of us could think of anything worth enlarging.’


      Dom’s mind wandered to the weird abundance of girls. The Big Toilet Roll, perhaps? A giant, welcoming vagina? He kept silent.


      The park owner grew excited. ‘Well, I’ve had my thinking cap on and I’ve come up with a ripper. How about …’ He paused for dramatic effect, sweeping his arms out wide, ‘… the Big Cappuccino!’


      Everyone looked blank.


      ‘But we’re not famous for coffee,’ Bob protested. ‘Making it or growing it.’


      ‘We could be! We all know Fifi runs a great little cafe. She’s sure as hell mastered the art of froth.’


      Bob looked unconvinced but Dom saw a few others nodding at this idea. After Camille’s warning he had so far avoided Fifi’s. Now he was curious to experience the place.


      ‘Fifi makes a world-class cup of coffee,’ the park owner stated solemnly. ‘We can be proud of that. We could easily build a Big Cappuccino — with a giant fibreglass head of froth — and make it the specialty of Morus.’


      The mayor folded his arms thoughtfully. ‘Morus — for the big coffee break you deserve!’


      ‘Exactly! Kind of like Morus being an official rest stop. We could even get the Lions Club involved, their driver reviver concept would fit right in.’


      There was a stunned silence. Eyes widened. Gerard Roper drew himself up in his chair and announced coldly, ‘The Lions are to be well and truly kept out of this. Our endeavours are well beyond their league.’


      The park owner fell silent. The men stared unhappily into their empty cups, inspiration lost. Dom began to sense a shift in the climate of unspoken thought. He waited a moment longer.


      ‘Novi’s art shows that there are plenty of aspects of Morus worth celebrating,’ he said casually. ‘The river, the mulberry trees. The special history of this place. Almost every one of his pictures is a tribute to something unique here. He’s a one-boy marketing machine. All he needs is a sponsor.’


      Glances were exchanged, buttocks rearranged on seats. Nobody said anything. From behind the closed servery came the muffled swish and hum of an industrial dishwasher. Somewhere outside a shower of coins hit metal, accompanied by a banal computerised ditty. A waitress popped her head in, disappeared, and returned with more coffee.


      Gerard let out a deep sigh. All eyes turned to him. With a frown, he contemplated the tablecloth between his splayed fingers. ‘There is, of course, another aspect to all this worth considering.’ He looked up. ‘Bert Cherubini.’


      There was a sombre lowering of eyes around the room. The waitress made a sad Tut, tut as she filled the remaining cups and exited, closing the door quietly behind her. Dom saw all this and felt bewildered. He looked questioningly at Gerard.


      ‘Bert Cherubini was Novi Lepido’s grandfather. A great Rotarian and a friend to many of us here tonight.’ Gerard paused. ‘Sadly, no longer with us.’


      There was an uncomfortable silence. Dom struggled to grasp what was happening. When Gerard next spoke Dom watched how his eyes travelled along the tables, fixing briefly on the face of each member.


      ‘We’ll be voting on the fellowship at the end of the month. It will be a democratic decision, a fair process that Rotary is proud to uphold. But right now, let’s pause to remember our old friend Bert Cherubini. His years of loyalty to Rotary. His fundraising efforts. His commitment to our community. Bert never had the opportunity to watch Novi grow into the talented young fellow he is today. No doubt he would have been very proud.’


      Gerard bowed his head. The others followed suit and a solemn hush engulfed the room. Dom glanced at the men around him. He saw their hunched shoulders, their crumpled mouths. And in that instant he understood.


      He was going to win.


      


      Cocooned within the quiet hum of his Land Cruiser, Gerard Roper drove through town. It wasn’t late but the roads were empty under the high amber streetlights. Morus was dead this time of night. Sometimes it depressed him but tonight he felt uplifted. He had done a good deed. Soon he would be a patron of the arts, responsible for bringing a bit of colour and pizzazz to these lifeless streets. The role suited him, he thought.


      After a few minutes he reached the highway. The indicator clicked as he waited for a semi-trailer to lumber past and he took the moment to recall the look of gratitude on that young teacher’s face at the end of the meeting. Rotary needed young guys like him, guys with spirit. Times were changing; if they didn’t relax the rules a bit and attract a new generation to the club it was in danger of dying out. Maddening, how the old blokes refused to see it! Sometimes Gerard felt like he was butting up against a great grey glacier, trying to shift their attitudes. Still, he had influence. He was determined to make the most of his time as president. They’d thank him for it down the track.


      Pulling onto the highway he had the Land Cruiser roaring at top gear within seconds. He thought about how easily the night had unfolded, how well he’d let things flow. Ever since he was a young man he’d been good at making an impression. The key, he’d learned, was not to rely on looks alone. Good looks were useful generally, for turning people’s heads, inspiring them to attend to him more closely than they would to someone of a less striking appearance, somebody drab. Stanley was proof of this. Stanley lacked allure; he was the invisible man, except for tonight, of course! Bailing up that poor teacher — what a fool he’d made of himself.


      But every now and then looks could be a disadvantage. Sometimes people felt jealous of Gerard or threatened by him and tried to find out where his faults lay, the less obvious ones not apparent in the features of his face, his tall physique, his strong jaw, his decent crop of hair. There were those who’d try to take him down a peg or two unless he jumped in and did the honours himself: a rueful joke, perhaps, something self-deprecating to let them know he wasn’t beyond having a laugh at himself. Over time he’d learned that turning the attention back on these people worked, too: asking questions, listening intently, feigning fascination in the detail of their lives. All these were effective tactics and Gerard employed them when he needed to. He could tell that his success at disarming potential adversaries often made Stanley resentful. But resentment did nothing at all for Stanley’s allure; it only made his little eyes appear more piggy.


      Gerard nodded slightly. Yes, some people were more difficult to impress than others, Eleanor’s father, for instance. The first time he’d met John Sinclair, he was twenty-one and he and Eleanor had just graduated from the same business college in Sydney. They had been dating only a few months but already Gerard was smitten, he couldn’t believe this fresh-faced beauty from the bush could hold her own at a North Shore cocktail party. On that first drive up to Morus she had given him fair warning: her mother — vague, kind — could love anyone, but her father was a man who did not trust easily, especially not flashy, handsome city types.


      That weekend Gerard had endured fencing, rock picking, nettle pulling, cattle drenching and every other wretched, back-breaking chore John Sinclair could think up to test him with. But Gerard had just smiled and told him it felt good to be out from behind the desk and doing something useful. During family dinners, Eleanor’s father made no attempt at conversation, so Gerard had amused them all with stories of various characters from college, making fun of those flashy, handsome city types and their foolishness in believing they could ever learn business from textbooks alone. He offered unflattering anecdotes about his privileged childhood and pandered to Sinclair with probing questions as to how he had taken Sinclair’s Produce from the modest rural supply store of his father’s day and built it into an agricultural produce monopoly. On subsequent visits, Gerard made sure he took an active interest in the older man’s hobbies, and especially in his Aberdeen Angus cross-breed cattle, accompanying him on long and dusty drives to auction sites where, in the pubs at night, Gerard allowed himself to be humiliated good-naturedly in front of the landed gentry and to have his tolerance for whisky pushed to inhuman limits.


      Looking back he could see that all this had been valuable training. The years he’d spent as Eleanor’s beau had familiarised him with a foreign language, the language of the country. He’d learned how to talk to farmers, how to listen, how to exert influence. All this came in handy down the line, adding to Gerard’s natural flair for marketing and allowing him to contribute to Sinclair’s growth. That was before he started turning his mind to business ventures he could put his own name to. But by then he’d discovered that he didn’t need to have been raised on the land like Eleanor or even understand the finer points of the products they sold; all that really mattered was what farmers wanted to hear and how they wanted to hear it: man to man and straight as a die how best to improve their profits. In the end, he and John Sinclair formed a strong friendship based on genuine respect. When Sinclair gave his consent for Gerard to marry Eleanor, Gerard’s confidence in his own abilities was sealed. If he could win over John Sinclair he could win over anyone.


      Out on the highway, the streetlights well behind him, Gerard felt swallowed up by the darkness. There was nothing but countryside out here, the odd glimmer from a distant farmhouse the only sign of life. He always found it a little disturbing, how quickly civilisation fell away. This emptiness made him miss the city at times, the old haunts of his youth. There were places, most of them around Kings Cross, where, no matter how late at night, an atmospheric bar could be found, or a bright all-night cafe to keep the gloom at bay. Gerard switched to high beam. He watched as metre by metre the road was illuminated under the powerful thrust of his headlights before being sucked down beneath him. In the dark, alone with his thoughts, Gerard felt his mood begin to waver. Suddenly he felt in danger of being sucked down, too.


      Trying to stay on top of it, he turned his mind to Novi. The notion that George Lepido might have spawned a prodigy was hilarious and Gerard allowed himself to snort heartily at the thought. Who would have put money on that one? More likely it was Mira’s influence, all that passion for life; all that raw emotion and shameless sensuality. Gerard had always thought it a shame that she’d ended up with that sorry sack of a husband. With her looks she could have done much better. She’d been a beauty since she was four years old; a handful, yes, but on the odd occasions when he and Eleanor had looked after her they had found her captivating: those big dark eyes full of defiance, the crazy black hair always in a bird’s nest — she wouldn’t let anyone brush it after her mother left, not until Eleanor presented her with her own special hairbrush printed with tiny rainbows, the most feminine object she owned. Bert had been clueless about such things. That was before they’d had their own children and it had given Gerard a glimpse of the mother Eleanor would become: affectionate, playful. He remembered watching the plucky little imp holding onto Eleanor’s hand, the two of them wandering around the garden picking flowers, a wild creature tamed for an instant. Gerard remembered how it used to melt him. Now the thought made him sad. Bert had turned out to be a two-faced son of a bitch, but despite it all, Gerard still had a soft spot for Mira.


      At Serpentine Road he slowed to make the turn and then powered up into the hills. The gully that fell away to the right was invisible at night. He felt like he was cruising through deep space, plunging into a gaping mouth that could never be filled. For those unfamiliar with its twists and turns it was a dangerous stretch and cars were often pulled out of the ravine — P-platers, usually — but Gerard knew the road well and accelerated hard. His memories were meandering now, looping backwards, threatening to trip him up. He had to make an effort to keep ahead of them, determined not to let the blackness take over. For a moment he allowed anger to wash through him and harnessed its rousing energy. The way they all mourned Bert like he was some kind of saint! They didn’t have a clue. None of those men really knew him, not like Gerard did. And although he would never admit it to anyone, in some ways he felt Bert got what he deserved in the end.


      Along the roadside tree trunks flashed pale under the headlights, looming and disappearing again like ghosts. The effect was unnerving, an endless army pressing in from the darkness, limbs clawing, trunks the colour of lifeless flesh. Gerard pulled down a gear and tried not to think about what had happened to Bert. Overall, he preferred not to dwell on it — it wasn’t his fault. But from time to time he kept an eye out for his family.


      He sat up straight and pushed back into the plush leather. Tonight went well. He’d handled it nicely. Yet the further he drove away from all that bright light and comfortable ritual and convivial male company, the harder it was for him to hold onto it. With a deep breath he tried to revive the benevolent feeling from before.


      A good deed done, he should be pleased with himself. He’d had the power to help Mira, to give her boy a break, and he’d exercised it. He didn’t have to put himself out like that. He wasn’t obliged.


      To his relief he saw the lights of the house up ahead, radiant in the dark. He pictured Eleanor, cosy inside with a glass of wine and the TV on, or perhaps upstairs in bed already, reading. He still loved her, he couldn’t help it. He hoped that things would be mended between them over time. She’d approve of what he’d done tonight for Mira. It might even make her tender towards him for a while. As Gerard turned at the gate and drove slowly down the winding driveway, he looked forward with something like happiness to relaying the story of his good deed to her, and yet he couldn’t stop a bitter thought from creeping in. Given the circumstances, any other man could be forgiven for washing his hands of them completely.


      


      Camille opened the door. Fresh from a shower, her skin was dewy and she was dressed in white cotton pants and a singlet. She looked luminous.


      ‘How did it go?’


      Dom was still a bit stunned from the meeting. ‘Great … I think.’


      They stood there for a few seconds. He could smell hair conditioner and her body lotion.


      ‘Would you like a glass of wine?’ she asked shyly.


      He stepped forward, scooped her up and kissed her, wrapping his arms around her back. After a long moment they fell against the door frame. Laughing, Camille slammed the door shut with her foot.


      He followed her into the kitchen. Dom liked Camille’s kitchen. He’d only been here once before, after their drive to Banio, but immediately he’d been impressed with how comprehensively her place was kitted out, and how she’d whipped up a really good pasta from basically nothing and even made a salad as well. He was impressed with her whole house, in fact. It was small but it was light and airy and had a grassy backyard with flowers and a couple of big shade trees with a hammock. Her bed was high and firm with nice sheets and it looked right into the trees — a treat compared with the apricot chenille he’d been slumming it on over at Camelot. And this was the source of his uneasiness: it was a grown-up house. Not an over-ornamented retro throwback like his parents’ place, but a woman’s house, tidy and clean, with vases of fresh flowers and furniture that matched and literally hundreds of interesting books on the shelves and real paintings on the walls. It was a place that felt inviting and properly lived in. It was an expression of the character of the person who lived there. Dom had never had a house like that.


      ‘White or red?’


      He wandered into the lounge room and collapsed into one of her big armchairs. ‘Anything!’


      She came around the corner with two glasses of white wine, handed one to him and sat in the chair opposite. Her face was bright with excitement. ‘So you think he’s got a chance, then?’


      Dom nodded slowly. ‘Yes. I don’t know why I feel so surprised. He deserves it. And we had to wrestle it from the grip of twenty sports-crazed old codgers. But we did it, I think. We’ll find out soon, anyway.’


      ‘Well done.’ She raised her glass and gazed at him admiringly. ‘You’re pretty cool, you know that?’


      He grinned and took a slug of wine. ‘I’ve got the Falcon tonight. Mavis said to drop the keys off to her tomorrow. And that, my sexy librarian, means I can stay over.’


      Camille leaned back in her chair, her blue eyes glittering.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 13

    


    
      When I get home from school I am surprised to find MrRoper waiting for me. I have only ever seen Mr Roper in Sinclair’s, striding around and sucking up to customers or sneaking up on me between the shelves. It feels strange to find him sitting at our kitchen table. The room is full of honey sunlight and the smell of MrRoper: aftershave and toothpaste. I breathe it in, hungry for it, even though I sense it’s somehow dangerous, like sniffing petrol fumes.


      ‘Darling,’ my mother says, ‘sit down. Mr Roper has some news.’ She is filling the dragon teapot, the one she likes to use on special occasions, but her face is serious and I feel a stab of fear, wondering if I’m in trouble. Maybe MrRoper is tired of me skulking around his drums of pesticide and has come to sort it out once and for all?


      Although my mother sets the dragon teapot carefully in the middle of the table, I notice she has given MrRoper one of the gumnut mugs. The gumnut mugs are made of grey pottery, a wedding present that has been around forever and proof, Mum says, that the ugliest gifts are always the most indestructible. We did an experiment once, dropping one from increasing heights onto the floorboards, but it never broke, although one of the gumnuts popped off, which gave my mother some satisfaction. Mr Roper is unaware of what the mug means. He grasps the chunky handle and rests his thumb comfortably on an indented gumnut, which is what it’s there for.


      I drop my school bag to the floor and slide into a chair. All afternoon the cicadas have been prickling me and my fingers have been itching for a pencil. During social studies and science MrBest let me draw the lessons, but after lunch we had maths and I had to write like everyone else. I’ve been trying hard to ignore the scratching, waiting until I get home, but now that I’m here sitting across from Mr Roper the cellophane wings flutter and go quiet. It’s like MrRoper’s foot has snapped a twig and put them on silent alert.


      ‘Hey, kiddo.’


      MrRoper raises his arm to shake my hand. I don’t move. After an awkward second or two he reaches instead for the plate of biscotti in the middle of the table. ‘How was school?’


      ‘Good.’


      I watch MrRoper warily. He is wearing khaki pants and a light blue shirt, open at the collar. It shows off his loose, tanned neck and I can see some chest hair turning grey. The thick hair on his head is still damp from the shower and swept back. He has dressed specially for this visit.


      ‘Did you do any of those great drawings of yours today?’ he asks, biting into the biscotti. He has to adjust the biscuit and bite hard using his back teeth. From the crack of it, I can tell it’s stale. I shoot my mother a look.


      ‘Not really. I usually work on them at home.’


      MrRoper’s eyes are watering a little; the biscotti must be hurting his gums but he manages to keep smiling as he chews. The sight of this sore smile makes me slide further down in my chair. At last he works up enough spit to swallow. ‘I’m impressed! You do all that art on your own?’ He shakes his head, making a show of disbelief. ‘Your mum’s lucky to have such a clever boy.’


      His eyes turn to my mother. She smiles back brightly, without teeth.


      ‘Very lucky,’ she says.


      ‘Absolutely. Absolutely.’ MrRoper’s voice is thick and rich and makes me think of a Mars bar commercial.


      I notice that the heat of the kitchen is making my mother flushed. With one hand she gathers up her thick ponytail and tries to catch a breeze from the open window behind her. MrRoper stares at her, nodding, apparently overcome with just how special I am. His eyes flicker to her underarm, settling on the dark moist hair there. Quickly she lets her hand drop. MrRoper turns back to me.


      ‘Art is an expensive hobby, isn’t it, kiddo? Paints and pencils and paper, it all adds up, right?’


      It doesn’t sound like an accusation but I feel guilty anyway.


      ‘How would you feel if you could have all the art materials you could think of? Make anything you want?’


      The cicadas have been quiet, listening. Now they rearrange their legs and trill to each other with interest. I’m not sure what to say. I look at my mother and see that she’s smiling properly now. MrRoper continues, his voice filling up the room. ‘Morus Rotary Club has decided to grant you a fellowship, Novi. We award one each year. We think you’re a talented boy and we want to help you to grow as an artist.’ He leans back in his chair, relaxing into the generosity of his amazing message. ‘We’re not just a sporting community, you know — although the girls are certainly making us proud in the hockey! The arts are important, too, and Rotary feels it’s our responsibility to encourage talent like yours. It’s kids like you who are going to give this town a bit of depth.’


      I stare at him and see that he’s serious. Fear prickles my skin like cold needles but inside my chest the cicadas are on fire, sparking embers jumping to get out. My fingers are tingling. I shake my hands underneath the table.


      ‘But … what if you don’t like my pictures?’


      ‘Not like your pictures?’ MrRoper chuckles and looks over at Mum. ‘Modest too, eh?’ He fixes me in his gaze for a while. It feels like being in the molten rays of an alien grey sun. After he successfully liquefies me, he says, ‘Eleanor — Mrs Roper — is going to the city on business next week and she’s invited you to go along with her. Rotary will pay. You can visit one of those big art shops and pick out whatever you want. How would you like that? Ever been to Sydney?’


      I shake my head. My mother comes to stand beside me. She puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘This is an amazing opportunity, Gerard. George and I want to thank Rotary for their generosity. We’re so grateful to be offered a gift like this.’


      ‘Well,’ he says, ‘Novi’s a gift to us, isn’t he?’


      I see my mother grimace but she’s trying to be nice. There is an uncomfortable pause. ‘Well!’ she exclaims, brightening her voice to bring the conversation to an end.


      MrRoper rises. In our little kitchen he looks huge, like a giant. ‘Okay, then. There’ll be a special Rotary meeting next Tuesday where we’ll present the award. You’ll have your photo in the newspaper, kiddo, with the mayor! How about that, eh? You’ll be a celebrity!’


      I crunch desperately on rock-hard biscotti to drown out the scream of cicadas.


      ‘Councillor Wilder will want to say a few words, no doubt, get some use out of that new lectern the Port Torft club gave us. Hand-crafted, they tell us — artistic lot.’ His eyes narrow. ‘But we’ll be giving them a run for their money with you, kiddo!’ He turns to my mother again. ‘Eleanor will be in touch soon to arrange the flight.’


      ‘How is she?’ my mother asks. ‘I haven’t seen her in ages.’


      ‘Fighting fit.’ He steps towards me. This time he takes my hand and shakes it firmly. ‘Congratulations, son.’


      My mother squeezes my shoulder. ‘What do you say, Novi?’


      ‘Thanks.’


      My mother thrusts her hand out. It stops MrRoper from kissing her. She sidesteps him and heads for the front door. MrRoper follows, but before he leaves the kitchen he turns and gives me one last look. He is smiling, to himself, not to me.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 14

    


    
      Through the shadowy blur of the propeller I watch the ground fall away. It’s hard to believe we’re in the air, it doesn’t feel like we’re moving fast enough, but up we go. It’s like being carried by a giant hand above. I was expecting full throttle, high velocity, watering eyes and flattened cheeks. Not this accidental lift. The screaming noise of the engine seems to be the only force making us fly.


      MrsRoper takes my hand and I am nervous enough to squeeze hers back. It’s soft and the skin on top is loose. I don’t know MrsRoper very well, although she seems to know me. Eleanor, she says, you must call me Eleanor. During take-off she cranes her neck to see past me out the window instead of sitting back and staring straight ahead like everyone else. When the wheels go up she lifts her shoulders and scrunches up her nose at me. She looks like a little girl when she does that.


      From the oval plastic window of our Ansett plane we look down onto Morus. I have never seen it like this before. At last I have a bird’s-eye view. What I’ve always thought was a mish-mash is actually a neat pattern of backyards and buildings, houses like Lego, roads like lines of lead pencil. The brown river flops down from the hills and in the shallow places where it bends the water is pale green. All that dark scrub, which feels like such a mad tangle when I’m in the middle of it, seems tidy and well behaved from the air, with straight edges sliced off for paddocks and plantations. On the slope of a hill I watch vegetables being sown, wobbly lines of dark dirt. I see the school with its oval among the trees. For a second the roofs flash at me.


      We climb higher. Eleanor taps the window’s inner layer with her peach fingernail and I can just make out the winery among all the green. I try to find my house but the plane is heading in the wrong direction and everything is behind us now. In my mind I picture the boat with Varmint sitting in the shade without me. Something slops through me when I think of it, Varmint nothing but a speck dissolving as I fly away, my home swallowed up by all those trees.


      I turn away from the window. Eleanor is watching me.


      ‘You’re going to love Sydney.’ Her voice is high pitched through the whine of the plane and sounds younger. ‘Wait till you see the Gallery. It’s fabulous!’


      We fly even higher and there is a loud crackle as the captain says hello and tells us our altitude. It’s hard for Eleanor and me to talk over the roar of the plane. The jitters in my stomach have been taken over completely now and my whole body is a buzzing engine. Water drops have formed between the layers of the window. I put my hand there. The plastic feels cool against my fingertips. Down below the hills are dark with trees and the land looks bumpy and crumpled like a carpet laid over rocks. In between, the valleys look like lips. Orange dirt roads wind everywhere and make me think of tapeworms. I turn away from the window and lean back in my seat.


      My eyes are dry. I squeeze them shut. Last night I hardly slept, I was so excited, and now the hum of everything is making me feel tired. I’m not about to let myself fall asleep, though. There are too many interesting things to see, like the two stewardesses handing out trays from a trolley. Each time they move further down the aisle they put the brakes on to stop the trolley rolling away. One stewardess has brown eyes and short shiny brown hair and she smiles at me whenever she passes. The other one has a yellow ponytail and a little scarf tied at her throat. Her lips are bright red and her skin is smooth, like a doll’s. They are so different I find it impossible to decide which one of them I would marry.


      When it’s our turn to be served, Eleanor shows me how to pull down the tray from the seat in front to use as a table. It has a circle dent for your cup. The brown-haired stewardess hands us two plastic-wrapped crackers, a soft triangle of cheese in gold foil and a little sandwich that’s made with brown bread on one side and white bread on the other. I try to guess what’s inside; turkey, maybe. Pressing hard, I manage to poke my fingernail through the foil lid of my apple-juice container and take a sip — I’m very thirsty — and have another look at the safety card. There is a faceless child in a lifejacket and hands help it tie straps and pull cords that inflate things. If the plane crashes into the sea, the card says we have to leave briefcases and high heels behind before we jump onto the slippery-dip ramp that leads to the lifeboats. I look down at Eleanor’s shoes. They look a lot like the ones with a big red X over them on the safety card, but hers are beige instead of orange. They look like her good Sydney shoes and I don’t think Eleanor would want to leave them behind, even in a crash — she loves Sydney so much.


      I take another sip of juice and try to imagine Eleanor’s naked feet.


      For a long time I stare out the window in a kind of daze, not wanting to miss anything. The ground creeps by. I blink hard and now it feels like there’s sand trapped under my eyes. When I open them again it takes me a while to focus and I have to blink a few more times. I look down. Then I press my nose to the cold window and stare because down on the ground something amazing is happening.


      There’s a pattern, then another one, lots of them, and my heart does a funny puff and squeeze because even though this is my first time in a plane, the first time I’ve ever seen the earth from eighteen thousand feet, I know these patterns. I’ve seen them before.


      It’s as though the window is the eyepiece of a giant microscope, showing me what’s really there. The ocean is a hide of blue leather. A river runs into the sea in dark ripples, the way purple runs through the grey lumps of brain that Mum sometimes cooks for us. Or the way veins run along the middle of a leaf and out to its edges when I hold it up to the sun. When the plane turns away from the coast I see the dry land rusting in streaks the same way corrugated iron rusts, stacked behind the shed. Flying over a scattering of round boulders, I feel like a giant crouching over crab balls on the beach. My mind whizzes around, thinking of my collections at home. I think of the piece of rock with the opal running through it that Uncle Alan gave me from his prospecting days; its streak of green and blue is exactly like the flash of colour in the black cockatoo feather I found by the river. I remember the mulberry-leaf grooves on the back of my grandfather’s hands.


      All at once I feel like I’m expanding, bursting out, growing right up into space, because here is the proof I’ve been looking for! And even though I can’t hold onto the evidence I know that everything I’ve sensed about the river and Nonno and me is true. There’s a pattern, and the pattern links us all together.


      The moment passes when houses appear; suddenly they are everywhere. I start counting swimming pools but give up because there are too many. I didn’t know there were so many rich people in the city. With another crackle the captain tells us we’ll be landing soon and there’s a rush for the toilet. I don’t move. I don’t want to miss any of it, not one blue kidney or red roof or smokestack. Not one skyscraper.


      I’ve never seen the city before.


      


      At the airport there is the longest line of taxis. We jump into the back of one and take off into the busy traffic. There aren’t any taxi queues in Morus; there are only about three taxis and you only take one if your car has broken down and no-one can give you a lift, or on special occasions like when relatives arrive on the train and everyone’s at work, or if you have an operation and aren’t allowed to drive home from the hospital, like when Dad had his vasectomy. I look out the window as we speed along and it seems every second car has a light on its head and a little pine tree hanging from its mirror.


      We check into our hotel and head straight out again, walking a few blocks towards Eleanor’s favourite coffee shop. Even though it’s a warm day a gust of wind whips around us and I shiver in the shadows cast by all the tall buildings. When I look up, the sky is just a strip of blue high above. We hurry along — everyone is hurrying as if there’s some kind of emergency — and I feel like a character in a comic book, caught up in a string of action pictures where every few metres takes me into a different world. We pass big banks and fancy jewellers, shoe shops and bag shops and underwear shops. There are so many different clothes shops: some are golden and calm with hardly anything in them; others are blaring pop music and look about to explode, they are so crammed full. I notice some vampire assistants lurking among the racks. But what strikes me most is the smell. The city doesn’t smell like home, it smells of metal and fumes, grit and salt and a hundred other different things. Each shop brings something new: the warm whiff from a bakery’s glass shelves, a bookshop’s tang of fresh pages, incense wafting from a doorway jangling with dolphin wind-chimes, pubs with their beer and smoke smell. At Gowings we stop to look at the window display, a mountain of clothing and toys and camping gear. Inside, Eleanor buys MrRoper three packets of underpants and with some of my spending money I buy my father a dancing hula girl that looks just like Mum. Outside again we squeeze past a newspaper stand and some rubbish bins leaking brown juice. There’s a man dressed in layers of dirty clothing shuffling from bin to bin, plunging his hand into the rubbish. I stop for a second, wondering what treasure he’s found, but the stink of him makes me afraid so I hurry on.


      At last we turn into a quiet arcade trimmed in brass and polished wood. Soft classical music soothes us as we cross a pattern of tiles and make our way past tiny curved shop windows selling chocolates, antique jewellery and ladies shoes so pointy they look impossible to walk in. Eleanor’s favourite coffee shop is nothing like Fifi’s. For a start, it has a shiny spaceship behind the counter — really a machine for making lots of cups of coffee at once, with different nozzles for heating milk and dribbling thick black liquid and spitting hot water. A woman rings up our order on an old-fashioned cash register with pinging buttons and prices that pop up on little tags and then we perch on stools and breathe the smell of grinding coffee while I drink my hot chocolate and Eleanor sips her flat white. Between us we eat a croissant filled with soft sweet almonds. Afterwards Eleanor dusts icing sugar off her blouse and reapplies her peach lipstick without a mirror. Before we leave she buys a bag of coffee beans. They smell so good but when I put one in my mouth it tastes like wood so I spit it in the gutter.


      


      The lift opens into a narrow hall. We make our way along it to where a woman sits behind a tall counter guarded by a vase of spiky flowers that look like they’d bite if you got too close. Eleanor talks to the woman while I walk over to the wall of windows and look out over the city. We are very high up. I lean forward to rest my forehead on the glass and a lurching feeling hits me; any second I feel like our building will topple over into the harbour, crashing into the tanker moored close by, scattering boats and ferries like bath toys and flooding all the streets with the tiny figures scurrying about on them. I wonder how anyone can find their way around down there. Maybe all those cars and trucks and buses are full of lost people, desperately trying to find their way back home. Concrete overpasses loop around and houses and trees stretch all the way into the distance, ending in a band of apricot haze. I am surprised by all the green. There are more trees in Sydney than I was expecting. I pull away from the glass and see my forehead has left a blurry imprint. Turning, I discover a huge painting in a chunky gold frame hanging on the far wall. It’s the biggest painting I’ve ever seen, with layers of bright colour lathered like icing. I stare into it and feel myself being wrapped up in sunshine.


      A man in a grey suit appears from behind a glass door. His hand goes to his tie and then he heads straight for Eleanor. ‘MrsRoper, what a pleasure!’ He shakes her hand. ‘I’m Patrick Symonds, General Manager, Client Relations. You’re here about the delay.’ He doesn’t notice me right away because I’m hidden in the folds of the painting. Or maybe he wasn’t expecting to see a boy in the reception area. Either way, when he spies me a few seconds later his slim shoulders jerk inside his jacket. Fear scuttles over his smoothly shaved face until he realises I’m with Eleanor and not a leprechaun who’s just jumped out of the picture.


      ‘Well! And what’s your name, young man?’


      I can tell MrSymonds doesn’t speak to kids very often but I don’t mind because he smells so good, a bit like MrRoper. It is the cologne he’s wearing; I could happily stand here all day breathing it in. I’m too busy sniffing MrSymonds to answer him. He takes a small step backwards.


      ‘This is Novi,’ Eleanor says. ‘He was just admiring your landscape.’


      ‘Sorry?’


      ‘The painting.’


      ‘Oh, of course!’ MrSymonds looks at the giant canvas. I can tell he’s never even noticed it before. ‘Colourful,’ he says.


      ‘Novi is an artist,’ Eleanor explains.


      Mr Symonds smiles, although his whole body shows he couldn’t be less interested. He takes us through a glass door and along a curved corridor and into a room where there is another view of the city. I can see some of the Harbour Bridge so I pull my camera out of my backpack and take a photo through the glass, being careful not to use my flash. We all sit down at a dark polished-wood table and MrSymonds offers us a drink from a tray set out specially. I choose an interesting green bottle of what I think is lemonade but am disappointed to find is mineral water. I take a bite of one of the biscuits. It is hard and bland and I crunch it noisily in an attempt to extract more flavour. Crumbs tumble onto the shiny table top. MrSymonds looks as though he’d like to wipe the crumbs away and me with them but he just returns Eleanor’s smile. He opens up his leather folder, takes out a blank notepad and a pen and slides them across to me. Under the logo Pacific United: Customs and International Freight Brokers, I start to draw Sydney hit by a giant tsunami.


      ‘It’s lovely to finally meet you, MrsRoper,’ MrSymonds says. ‘We’re used to seeing your husband.’


      ‘Yes,’ says Eleanor. ‘Gerard deals with things when they’re running smoothly. But today we have a problem.’


      There is a weird silence. I look up and see that MrSymonds doesn’t look so friendly anymore.


      ‘This continued delay is simply unacceptable,’ Eleanor says. ‘Sinclair’s has a loyal customer base and I cannot have my farmers waiting for essential supplies a moment longer.’ She goes on with a reasonable smile. ‘Now, I’m here. You’re here. And between you, me and this giant head office I’m sure we can sort out the trifling matter of one container.’


      She sits back and slides the plate of biscuits towards me. I take another one and start crunching it. I’d like to take a photo of MrSymonds to capture the gawky look on his face but I’m still working on the tidal wave. Besides, I can always draw him later.


      


      Afterwards, Eleanor is too happy to be cooped up in a taxi. She wants to walk, striking out along the footpath and I have to trot to keep up with her. It’s lunchtime now and there are even more people swarming everywhere. Among the fumes of cigarettes and perfume, oil and aftershave, B.O. and hairspray, I turn to look up at the building we have just left. I have to lean way back to see where the top strikes blue and when I finally catch the angle the height of it shoves me backwards. I almost fall over but Eleanor grabs my hand. She leads me through the crowd like this and it’s a relief not to have to concentrate on keeping her close; instead I can ride along with the current and let all the bodies pummel me. I wonder if this is how a stick feels, tossed into the river.


      We walk past the Queen Victoria Building and some big movie theatres and then turn down a side street into Chinatown. Stepping over streams of water we keep walking past piles of old lettuce leaves and boxes of funny-looking vegetables until we’re standing outside a tiny, packed restaurant. Somehow we are squeezed inside and a lady brings us a pot of tea. Eleanor orders us dumplings and a plate of noodles, rolled and stretched by the smiling man in the kitchen window. When the dumplings arrive, Eleanor shows me how to dip each one into a dish of dark vinegar. After lunch we wander the aisles of the supermarket next door, looking at strange dried shapes in plastic packets, trying to guess whether they are plant or animal. Eleanor buys some jars of brown paste for cooking, the sort you can’t get in Morus, and I find a little pink bowl with a yellow dragon painted in the middle for my mother and a bunch of incense as thick as a small log that I’m surprised doesn’t cost more.


      It isn’t until we’re walking up through the park full of ibis eating hamburger scraps that I notice something is missing. The cicadas are gone. I feel my chest. Not a scratch or a twitter, not one cellophane wing. Just my heart and my breath, quick from the slope we’ve been climbing.


      I’m confused. Why would the cicadas leave just as I found proof of the river’s connection to Nonno? Did the noise of the plane frighten them off?


      Eleanor takes me into the war memorial, where we stare at a hundred names melted into bronze, but I can’t concentrate. I keep wondering about the cicadas. Maybe they can’t travel far from the river. Or maybe we’ve flown so fast and over such a long distance they have been left behind. I have outrun them! Even if they come searching now there’s no way they’ll be able to find me.


      For the first time in a long time there is no pressure in me to draw. There is no scratching, no bird following me with its secret messages to work out. Just me, my own body, empty as an eggshell.


      Suddenly I feel so light I could lift off the ground, right up into the stained-glass dome above us like a lost balloon. We head out into the sunlight and I practise walking in my new empty state. It feels strange. Everything — trees, birds, office workers eating their lunch — ignores me. I am on my own; free. In the space that the cicadas have left, relief flows in like warm water.


      At the top of the park we hit a big intersection and I have to focus on making my way across without getting flattened. We keep on going up a busy street where cars and buses tremble at traffic lights like frightened animals and I notice how the shops are changing. Chemists have signs saying 24 hours in pink and blue neon, rows of faceless heads display crazy wigs, there are mannequins posing in dangerous-looking studded-leather outfits and every single shop throbs with music. All sorts of restaurants tempt us but we are full of dumplings and keep going, past Thai places with pyramid cushions instead of chairs, Indian places with hot trays full of bright liquid, kebab shops where men with muscley forearms carve strips off glistening spits.


      Eleanor stops when we get to a restaurant with a barbecue in the window. A big hanging vent like the trunk of an elephant sucks up the smoke from the fish and slabs of steak charring there. The smell makes me think of summer and camping, of hot afternoons with Mum and Dad and barbecue dinners by the river. I feel my eyes start to burn. My throat aches like it’s being squeezed. Suddenly I miss my parents and want to go home.


      Just then I see a dark doorway off to the side. Eleanor is standing there, her eyes shining.


      ‘This is it,’ she says.


      


      Stepping from the busy street into the calm of the art shop feels like entering the doorway to a new universe. Behind me is everything I have done so far; ahead is everything I still have to do. It only takes a second to cross from footpath to paint-flecked floorboards — I am blind for a minute until my eyes adjust to the gloom — but in that time my whole idea of drawing, of pictures, of paper and pencils and paint, of what it means to make something, changes forever.


      The aisles are stacked right up to the roof with every kind of art supply you could imagine. I stand there with my mouth open in the middle of it all and feel like I’m staring into the future. Surrounding me is a never-ending landscape ready to be born — hills and valleys and oceans and rivers, animals and people and all of their relations, everything still raw but ready. Waiting for me to give it life.


      I can hardly believe how much stuff there is in the shop and how many different ways there are to use the stuff. Two whole walls are full of paper and cardboard, all with different textures and thicknesses; some have sharp edges, some are shaggy, some look soft and pulpy as fabric. The creamy shades all seem the same until I read their names — Moonstone, Flannel, Lily, Bisque — then I can see the differences. I decide I like Moonstone best, then Lily.


      I move in dreamy, scuba-diver steps past blank canvases and frames and measuring equipment, right down to the shop’s murky bottom to find sea sponges and soft blocks of clay sweating under plastic wrap. Packets of moss and tiny trees are here, and rolls of wire-form and matchsticks packed like ammunition, and every other thing you’d ever need to make model worlds. Here there are a million ways to tie and wrap and hold. Glues and solvents wait side by side, ready to be set on each other. Turps and resin and varnish and wax, rice glue, pearl glue and cereal starch — so many brown liquids and so much pale, thick mush ready to be mixed and slopped. I turn the corner and cliffs of oil paints and acrylics rise either side of me like a giant social studies map ready to be explored: Indian Red, Windsor Blue, Naples Yellow, French Ultramarine. I tumble past Umber. Rose Madder snags me. There are palettes, spatulas, knives and blades set out like utensils in a kitchen, ready to prepare the most colourful, fantastic meals.


      On I wander, my fingers trailing over dust-masks and cotton gloves and visors, armour to guard against the wild-flying bits and pieces of creation. I stop beside a wooden dummy to rearrange its limbs, run my hands over a timber easel and a portfolio case way too grown up for someone like me. Here and there I come across things MissMorrison has already introduced me to in my lessons up at the high school — woodblocks and silk-screens and pastels — but most of what I see I never even knew existed. And now that I know they exist, I start to think what I might do with them. And once I do this — imagine myself back home in the shed with all this at my fingertips — my anchor strikes rock bottom. The clang sends an awful shudder through me. Slowly, water fills up my lungs until I am suspended on the bottom of the sea, powerless, crushed by the weight of the treasures I have found.


      I sink down onto a pile of acid-free sketchbooks and slap my hand to my chest. My fingers press and search but they find only my own heart beating, nothing else. Why have they deserted me? At first I was happy to be rid of their constant buzzing and scratching; now my chest aches with emptiness. All I know is that I can’t face a project this big without them. I just can’t do it on my own.


      Outside, the street is horrible. Buses roar. Cars spit. People push past in both directions, none of them bothering to look in the art-shop window. Nobody notices me slumped alone in the shadows, my hand on my heart. For a moment I think I catch the rumble of thunder, but it’s only a truck passing.


      


      Back at the hotel at last, Eleanor kicked off her shoes, scrunched her stockinged toes and sighed with relief at the feel of soft wool carpet. She slipped her jacket onto a hanger and flopped face-down onto the bed with a groan.


      Her legs ached from all the walking and the varicose vein behind her left knee was throbbing. Her suede heels were generally good for getting about the city, but she and Novi had covered quite a distance today and by the afternoon a twinge had developed in her lower back. She knew it was time to get some sensible walking shoes and yet she resisted this surrender to middle age. Sensible shoes were dowdy and unflattering and would do nothing for her silhouette. No, she was not beyond heels just yet. Her calves were still too elegant for her to abandon vanity in favour of comfort.


      Poor Novi was exhausted, too. She had found him practically collapsed near the counter of the art shop. He barely had the energy to choose the materials he wanted and she was dismayed to realise she had run the poor boy ragged. It was only that she had wanted the trip to be stimulating for him, to give him some special experiences not available back home.


      She yawned. Such a dear little creature, so sensitive. It was fascinating to watch how he studied things so closely and then sorted it out in pictures with his pad and pencil. But she’d definitely overdone it. It was a pity because she’d been looking forward to the treat of the art shop. As it was, she had to encourage him along the aisles and make a hundred suggestions before he chose anything at all. He seemed unwilling to spend any money, even though she explained that Rotary would cover it all and urged him to stock up. In the end the shop assistant gave him a mail order catalogue to take home so he would be able to send off for more things when he needed them.


      Now that she was lying down and thinking straight Eleanor could see she should have left the art shop for the following morning; that way Novi would have been well rested and might have enjoyed it more. But there was the Gallery to visit tomorrow, and the Museum as well, which was enough to get through before their afternoon flight. It was just as well Gerard’s family didn’t know she was in town. There simply wouldn’t be a chance to visit them.


      She closed her eyes and stretched her toes luxuriously. High above the commotion of the streets, she let the city work its magic. Slowly, one by one, she felt the cells of her body unclench and swell. Somehow the crowds, her insignificance within them, allowed her to let her guard down.


      The air-conditioning purred. Her limbs felt so heavy. They would both feel better after a rest and some dinner. She had planned to take Novi to a movie afterwards, something foreign or art-house, but now she decided it would probably be too much.


      It was a wrestle, the tenderness she felt for him. She wasn’t sure how to express it. At times she wanted to scoop him up and hold him close but she resisted, not wanting to frighten him. It was his eyes, his expression sometimes, so much like his grandfather’s. She was wrenched between wonder and sadness when she caught these glimpses of Umberto, especially here in Sydney, the place where the two of them had finally come to know each other.


      Umberto had always been Gerard’s friend, both Rotarians and thick as thieves. He was ten years her senior, a lifetime when they were both growing up in Morus. She’d never met his wife — all that happened before they’d become properly acquainted, although she’d heard the story, how he’d met her on a trip to Italy and brought her out but she hated it, pined for home and went back after only a few years. Umberto had insisted Mira stay with him, and as far as Eleanor could tell he only missed his wife for Mira’s sake, sometimes feeling overwhelmed by the mysteries of femininity. Eleanor had offered to mind Mira now and then, and she gave him advice whenever she could, but he didn’t really need it. Umberto loved Mira with a ferocity that was apparent in everything he did.


      She and Gerard were connected with Umberto through the business and they all socialised together occasionally, but Eleanor had always felt a distance between Umberto and herself and it had been a surprise to run into him in Sydney that day. She hadn’t known he was going to be at the business management seminar and was caught off guard, they both were. They’d smiled in awkward greeting and approached each other across the room at morning tea. Unused to being alone in each other’s company they were unsure how to behave. Both were from the same town, had vaguely known each other all their lives, and yet here they were in a crowded auditorium, shy as strangers. They would never have thought to have lunch together had they bumped into each other in the street in Morus. In Sydney, so far from home and familiar company, it seemed the natural thing to do.


      A taxi took them through the city to a little Italian restaurant run by an old friend of Umberto. Here, Eleanor tasted carpaccio for the first time: thin slices of raw beef dressed with fruity olive oil and shavings of parmesan cheese. From childhood, she’d been reared on a diet of beef, but this dish was a revelation. She enjoyed it so much that Umberto ordered her a second plate, and then, in cahoots with the spirited restaurateur, proceeded to present her with a sample of everything from the menu that she had never tried before. She nibbled a tiny quail leg and found it sweet and gamey. Dipping a freshly steamed artichoke, leaf by leaf, into lemon vinaigrette, she pulled at the increasingly fleshy mounds with her teeth until her mouth felt clean and tingly. The crisp salad of sliced fennel was sprinkled with crimson pomegranate seeds, little tart explosions against her tongue. The ladleful of rich goat stew was surprisingly tender. Every time her fork met her lips, Umberto watched her closely, anticipating her reaction. His moustache curled with triumph when she pronounced each dish utterly delicious.


      He asked her if she enjoyed opera — he tried to go whenever he made it to the city, his one indulgence. Would she care to join him that evening? The restaurateur rushed off to make the arrangements, popping a tape of La Traviata into the stereo before busying himself with a phone call to the box office. The prelude swept over them, the emotion in the strings bringing goosebumps to her arms, and the tape meandered from aria to aria until the lunch crowd bustled off and Umberto and Eleanor were the only customers left. They sipped espresso, then grappa, while the staff polished glasses, swept the floor and went home. They both agreed the seminar was overpriced and the guru a bit of a shyster. Neither of them needed to mention that the afternoon session had begun. It was clear they hadn’t any intention of returning.


      Afterwards they wandered up Stanley Street, past cafes with iron tables on the footpath and squashed-looking terrace houses with grimy facades. At the top of the hill, Eleanor paused for breath at a set of sandstone steps. Her heart was racing. On impulse, she walked up and Umberto followed.


      It was late afternoon and the Museum was almost empty. They wandered through the mammal room giggling like schoolchildren at the stunned stuffed animals, their mangy fur and stiff poses comical among the carefully arranged foliage. In the skeleton room they peered over backbones and through ribcages. In the insect room they saw hundreds of butterflies with unpronounceable names, stick insects with grotesque protrusions and giant horned beetles. When Umberto stopped still, Eleanor moved closer, curious to see which display had captured his interest.


      Silkworms.


      She stole a glance at him. She knew about Umberto’s father, his obsession with silk and the ruin it had caused his family; everybody did. In a small town like Morus, such a tragedy was never allowed to pass without the community sucking all the delicious woe out of it; the story had lumbered around town like a sick cow covered in ticks. She wondered how Umberto felt about it, whether he harboured shame or anger or sadness. His face only seemed thoughtful, his moustache at rest.


      Beside him, she peered into the glass cabinet. One of the silkworms had been dissected and a cross-section of its body was illuminated from beneath. The silk glands had been carefully removed and strung out in long, milky loops.


      ‘By the time a silkworm is fully grown,’ Eleanor read, ‘its silk glands make up more than a quarter of its body weight.’ They observed the life cycle set out before them, from tiny eggs to wrigglers, then five stages of growth until cocoon, metamorphosis and moth — shaggy-looking and completely covered in pale fur.


      Silk is the strongest natural fibre known to man, the display noted. Eleanor looked at the golden cocoons, their woven mass the colour and texture of finely spun toffee. ‘How do the moths break out of the cocoons, then?’ she wondered.


      Umberto turned to study her for a long moment. Eleanor stood very still as his eyes explored her face with the tickly caress of insect wings. Suddenly she was terrified he would kiss her. A moment later she felt disappointed when he did not.


      ‘A bead develops on top of the head,’ he explained, pointing. ‘When the moth grows big enough, the bead bursts against the cocoon and the fluid inside dissolves the glue that binds the silk together. See the antennae? How they’re feathered? They act as little combs to pull the threads aside and make space for the moth to crawl out.’


      Eleanor looked at the cocoons, struck by the wondrous design of nature. It was the same design that had thrown her and Umberto together that day. She met his gaze. They looked into each other’s unguarded faces as though for the first time. She felt desire gathering within her, filling her up, a pulsing along every fibre of her body. Then an attendant appeared and told them the Museum was closing.


      After the opera that evening they ate late in Chinatown, ordering dishes one by one until the staff turned surly and kicked them out. Eleanor insisted they take a taxi to her favourite all-night cafe in Kings Cross, declaring that the Spanish blend and lemon cake shouldn’t be missed. In truth she wasn’t the least bit hungry and knew the coffee would only send her already-galloping heartbeat to dangerous levels. But she couldn’t let the evening end. Some scheme of fate had brought the two of them together and tomorrow they would fly back to Morus, where there would be no room for further discovery, where the walls would close in and the old awkwardness would return to stifle everything.


      Later that night, alone in her hotel room, Eleanor wept as though she were dying. In fact she had come to life, but the effect was equally unbearable.


      


      I sit on the carpet, listening to the whispering air-conditioning and Eleanor, who is dozing on her bed and snoring softly. Orange juice trickles down my oesophagus like a cold worm. I want to cough but stop myself.


      Through the tinted hotel window I watch the sunset. The sky looks full of smoke or storm clouds, but it isn’t. The window masks the real colour of the city, just like it masks the noise.


      In the corner sit the bags from the art shop. I don’t want to look at them. To start going through them would mean they were mine.


      I can’t remember what we bought in the end, there was too much to choose from and no good place to start. As I glance at them now, the bags seem to hold hardly anything. The woman in the shop said I could order more, whatever I liked, over the phone, as long as I had a credit card. Eleanor said that wouldn’t be a problem.


      I feel tired but restless, too. My mind can’t focus on anything. The silence inside me echoes until it becomes a whine, circling round and round, searching for something that isn’t there. Like those concrete overpasses, my insides feel like an endless loop of people lost in traffic.


      I miss home. My chest hurts with missing. I try to imagine our house, how good it feels to be in the kitchen with Varmint on my lap, Mum attacking cloves of garlic, Dad poring over his blueprints. But they are all too far away and I am too changed. There is only this hotel room; this fake air, this filtered view. In the corner, my future sits waiting for me in a mess of plastic bags.


      The sun sets. It grows dark in the room but I don’t move to switch on a light. Through the window the city is glimmering. Traffic twists in streams of white and red, an endless flow of opposites.


      Eleanor is up now, padding in and out of the bathroom. She runs me a bath, which I have while she changes for dinner. Afterwards I feel a bit better. Heading back out into the night air when I am so clean and ready for bed feels special. A spark shoots up inside my hollow body. I let the thick night ooze over me.


      


      In the morning we pack our suitcases and leave them in the hotel lobby. I try to fill my empty-shell feeling at the breakfast buffet, forcing down buttery jam-eyed pastries and scrambled eggs and chewy bacon until I feel sick. The buffet room has a long wall of glass and overlooks a section of the harbour where boats flit like insects. Every time a ferry passes by, Eleanor sighs because there is no time for us to ride on one.


      At Hyde Park our taxi stops in front of a fancy department store. Inside there are giant urns of flowers on marble pillars and somewhere a piano is being played with lazy fingers. At the bustling make-up counters I let myself be sprayed with four different types of cologne, but none of them smell like MrSymonds. The combination on my skin is bad. Trying not to think of scrambled eggs, I ride up a wooden escalator for the breeze and back down again. Still Eleanor isn’t ready so I wander through the display of silk scarves, pressing their cool material against my face, then over to the hats with exotic-looking feathers.


      Outside at last we cross the road and walk past a giant chess set into the park. Eleanor takes my photo in front of a fountain full of animals and naked people flexing their muscles. We take a tunnel under the road and come out at the Cathedral, then follow a line of big old fig trees to the Gallery. As I walk up the stone steps I feel suddenly nervous, it’s such an old and stern-looking building, a place where pictures are obviously taken very seriously.


      At the counter I give my backpack to a man in a grey coat and he gives me a ticket in return. Eleanor says we should see the contemporary Australian collection first, lots of bright blue with boats and birds and jetties squashed into the corners or pale hills and paddocks all hazy with drought dust. But I like the European rooms best, with their heavy frames and dark armies clashing under storm clouds. The soldiers look so powerful, even when they’re being slaughtered. Over the next two hours we look at so many faces and figures, so many splatters and splashes and blocks of colour, that my brain starts to feel numb. There are pictures I’ve seen before in books or on cards or even in prints around our house and it’s interesting how different they look here, the way they are bigger or smaller, how some colours are brighter; it changes what I think of them.


      The Norman Lindsay etchings make me miss my mother all over again. Whenever she wanders out after a shower, frowning and clutching at the handfuls of flab on her stomach or bum, Dad snorts and tells her not to be silly — she has a classic Norman Lindsay figure. This always gets him a kiss and sends her prancing off to get dressed with a smile.


      We eat lunch at the Gallery restaurant. Eleanor points out a piece by her favourite artist hanging across from us, a great big work made up of little wooden rectangles cut up and stuck back together in waves of black and yellow. Eleanor explains how it was made from old drink crates that the artist collected. I look at the picture all through lunch, wondering how it manages to be both clumsy and flowing at the same time, how a hundred bits of wood put together can look like hills and light and moving clouds. When Eleanor is paying the bill I walk over and I’m surprised at how rough the work actually is. The edges are torn, the gaps uneven, the broken black lettering doesn’t match and is faded and worn in places. Up close, the wavy pattern becomes a choppy sea. I put my hand up to explore the lumpy surface.


      ‘You should look with your eyes, not with your fingers,’ says the woman from the front desk, who has a freckled face and bushy ponytail scraped back so tight her eyes are stretched. She is clasping her hands together and looks like she’s in pain and not just from the ponytail.


      I pull my hand away. ‘But … it looks more beautiful when I touch it.’


      Eleanor is here now, saying we have to hurry if we want to see the Museum, too. I leave the woman by the drink-crate paddock and head outside. It isn’t until we are almost at the Cathedral again that I remember my backpack and have to run back under all the fig trees to get it.


      


      The Museum’s entrance is airy and full of light. I stare at the map, all lines and boxes and no pictures, trying to make sense of it. We only have an hour, Eleanor says, not long enough but it will have to do. I can see that the dinosaur display is on Level 2, but it’s hard to work out how to get up there. A tour group piles in through the front door and surrounds me. I twist around, searching for the stairs, but there are too many people in the way, standing in a big huddle, craning their necks. I’m about to push my way through the middle of them when curiosity makes me look up, too.


      A whale skeleton floating above us takes up most of the ceiling. I stand there gawking and feel shoved again, like yesterday when the height of the skyscraper tried to push me over. It’s hard to imagine an animal so big swimming around and yet there’s not much to it, really; hardly any bones. Each rib is thick and chunky, like a log carved and set in place, but I can see how helpless a whale would feel washed up on the beach. Its whole stomach would be crushed under the weight of those heavy bones. I think of myself out in the deep water with the whale swimming under me and all my breath rushes out. I feel afraid, for myself and for the whale, too.


      I find a bench to sit on so I can study the whale without getting dizzy. Looking up, I feel as though I’m sitting on the ocean floor, as small as a speck of phosphorescence. After a while I pull out my sketchpad and start drawing. Gradually I make out the suspension wires and the connecting bits that let each joint of the skeleton sit as it would in muscle. I study each smooth rib, each snug piece of vertebrae, and the hollow feeling I’ve been carrying starts to fill up with water. I’m flowing out with the tide, melting into a current of calm, hovering on the ocean’s graveyard bottom, while the monster fish — the ugly ones with strange protrusions and useless, gaping eyes — scavenge around me for threads of filtered food. The whole ocean presses down. It feels soothing to be pressed by a weight so much greater than my own; peaceful. Down here, nothing much matters.


      Eleanor comes to sit beside me. She asks to see what I’ve drawn. Without realising, I have filled several pages with ribs and spine and horror fish. ‘It looks like your father’s boat.’


      I take another look at my sketchpad. She’s right, the boat and the whale are the same — one set of ribcages reaching up, the other down. In a flash, I think of the patterns I saw from the aeroplane window. I wonder whether everything starts out like this, no matter how big or small. Just a simple pattern.


      The idea fills me with air. From the dark ocean floor I shoot up, rushing through bubbles, bursting through the water’s sloppy skin into warm sunlight. Up on the surface I take a deep breath. Everything is sparkling clear. The cicadas are screaming in my ears, full throttle.


      Eleanor says, ‘I came here with your grandfather, once.’


      I look at her in surprise. She looks back with a sad smile, puts her arm around me and squeezes. Then she stands up. ‘Do you want to see the silkworms?’
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      Chapter 15

    


    
      Camille couldn’t believe how quickly Thursday had come around. This had been happening a lot lately, suddenly the weeks were flying by. Today she glanced at the clock on the wall and was amazed to see that it was already five past three. Wondering where the day had gone she had just begun to register the full disaster of her desk when she heard the library doors swing open. She looked through her office window and her heart almost stopped. The Book Deliverer was wheeling his trolley across the carpet towards her office.


      He hadn’t crossed her mind in ages, although it could only have been a month. Incredible, how much her life had moved on in that time. For what felt like an eternity everything had been the same and she had been resigned to it never changing. Now she inhabited a new universe.


      The Book Deliverer was from the faded old world of before, and yet here he came, striding towards her as he always had, smiling a shy greeting and stopping courteously in the doorway with his clipboard and tethered pen ready. His aftershave arrived a second later. From the pocket of his navy trousers he retrieved his Stanley knife and was about to slice through the tape on the box of books when she cried out, ‘No!’


      He looked up in surprise, his blade hovering over the glossy brown strip. She hurried on, ‘Don’t worry about it — I’m sure they’re all there.’


      Beneath the fringe of brown curls his face looked startled, thrown by the unexpected change in routine and the impatience in her voice. Slowly his smile faded. Disappointment drew his shoulders down. Camille was struck by confusion, irritation and then an odd surge of power. So she hadn’t imagined the spark between them; clearly he’d looked forward to seeing her, too. Maybe he’d been entertaining similar fantasies all along? She sighed. The whole thing suddenly seemed too tedious for words.


      He shoved the knife back into his pocket and, in an attempt to hide his embarrassment, took up the clipboard to scrutinise her invoice. She couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for him. ‘I don’t have time this afternoon,’ she said, by way of apology.


      The Book Deliverer gave a shrug but his shoulders took the brunt of her rejection and collapsed a little further. The bell rang. Kids tumbled out of classrooms. They were still locked in awkward silence when Novi appeared in the doorway, a pixie with a giant’s backpack. Camille was grateful for the distraction. ‘You ready?’


      He nodded, clutching the straps at his shoulders, eager to get going.


      She turned back. ‘Sorry I can’t chat. We have to head off — Novi and I have an art lesson.’


      ‘Yeah. No problem.’ He made no enquiry, just perfunctorily set the box on her desk. His lack of curiosity dissolved any sympathy she may have been feeling for him. She signed the invoice and clipped the pen back in its place on the folder. From the doorway Novi watched, unblinking as an owl.


      ‘See you next month,’ she said.


      He nodded, grabbed his trolley and left without another word.


      Camille’s face was burning. She smiled selfconsciously at Novi, feeling somehow caught out. Did he understand what had just happened? The boy merely shifted his backpack on his thin shoulders, oblivious to everything but his own need for her.


      She left the box of books unopened and collected her things. ‘Okay. Let’s hit it.’


      


      They drove to the high school. Novi ate his afternoon tea in the passenger seat and looked out the window. When she asked him how his day had been he replied ‘Good’, as he always did. She didn’t push him for more. Neither of them was very good at chit-chat, both shy in their own way.


      At first Camille had felt nervous being on her own with Novi. She wondered what he thought of her. Had her previous lack of initiative let him down? Would he mind that she wasn’t an artist herself? But he didn’t seem bothered by any of this, just soaked up her limited knowledge like blotting paper thirsty for ink. After a couple of weeks she’d started to relax and now the broad, quiet spaces between them rolled out comfortably, a lush pasture where thoughts were free to roam. They drove in silence, preparing their ideas, envisioning the work ahead.


      The high school art department was at the end of a pebble-dash walkway, flanked along one side by bush. There were a couple of classrooms with big windows and a ceramics space with potting wheels and a kiln. It was peaceful this time of day, strewn with unattended artworks in various stages of completion. Apart from the odd senior student perched alone at an assignment, Camille and Novi usually had the place to themselves. With light flowing in through the windows and equipment stacked all around, the art annexe had the relaxed atmosphere of a studio. Camille was pleased; she felt it was important for Novi to experience working in a dedicated space. It would help him see himself as an artist, not just a kid with a knack for drawing.


      While he retrieved his stuff from the cupboard and set up at one of the tables, she went to make herself a cup of tea in the adjoining kitchenette.


      ‘Hi, Kay,’ she called.


      Kay, the art department’s head teacher, waved and went on chatting to a few straggling kids reluctant to leave the sanctuary of the art rooms and go home. With her bare face and long dark hair parted in the middle, her thin arms laden with bangles and her devotion to seventies peasant skirts, Kay was equal parts bohemian and dag. She was often around when Novi and Camille arrived, preparing lessons in her tiny cubicle or shifting clay sculptures into the kiln for firing. Her manner of treating everyone as an adult earned her a loyal following; even the most difficult kids were putty in her hands.


      The students trailed off. Kay came up to the sink and pulled a knife from the dish rack. ‘How are you two getting on?’ She sliced an apple into pieces and offered some to Camille.


      Camille took a slice. ‘All right, thanks to you.’


      Along with giving her use of the rooms, Kay had taken the time to guide Camille through some of the less familiar equipment and materials. She had also suggested structuring Novi’s program into monthly blocks. Each month Camille would start him on three different pieces across different mediums, beginning with a painting, a print and a sculpture. Camille remembered Kay’s advice: ‘You said he usually works frantically without a break? Well, this approach will encourage him to slow down and appreciate the process. Explain to him that this isn’t primary school — he won’t be expected to finish his work in one afternoon, but over several weeks. He needs to learn that it takes two or three sessions simply to prepare a block of clay and centre it on the wheel before he attempts to mould it, that he should prime his canvas and practise sketching out his subject before picking up a paintbrush.’ She had handed Camille a wad of photocopied pages on gifted and talented children. ‘Encourage him to play with an idea in draft before committing to one particular vision and insist that he keep working on each piece — improving it, exploring the depth of the material — until the month’s over, even if he thinks he’s finished.’


      Since then, there had been no looking back. Camille was dazzled by Novi’s industriousness. He tried ideas, discarded them, tried again. He painted over things he felt weren’t working or tore them up to use in some other way, a habit she found alarming, painful even, but she left him to it. She admired his fearlessness and natural fluidity.


      He worked well on his own. For a lot of the time there was nothing much for her to do. At first she attempted some art herself, experimenting with ink and charcoal and pastels. Kay was very encouraging. Occasionally Camille was happy with the results but mostly she dismissed them as thin or stilted or selfconscious. There was no beauty in them and this she found profoundly discouraging. Novi’s work, on the other hand, was always beautiful. Recently he’d begun to explore an aerial perspective and it lent a map-like dimension to his work. Studying his pictures, Camille felt as though she was peering into a snowdome, a magical parallel world where undulations of rivers and trees, houses and streets, parted at random to reveal their unexpected secrets.


      Kay leaned a patchwork hip against the bench and folded her arms. ‘And how’s things with the new man?’


      Camille blushed. She hadn’t given Kay much detail about Dom or told her that he was a colleague. They were trying to keep their relationship discreet. But her thoughts were always drifting to the clean-soap smell of him, the scratchy stubble of his chin. Sometimes when they were alone she caught him watching her and the raw curiosity in his eyes was electrifying. That she could inspire such interest with so little effort was a revelation. ‘I feel like I’m eighteen again,’ she admitted.


      Kay nodded sagely. ‘A younger man can have that effect.’


      Camille shook her head in wonder. ‘It’s like I’ve woken up out of hibernation and I’m famished. A starving woman.’


      ‘I bet he’s happy to be devoured.’


      She blushed again. It was true. Today she’d been watching him through the library window when he was on playground duty. The children were bold with him, the girls teasing him, almost flirting. He had admitted this flustered him sometimes, but she saw that he handled it with good humour. She knew for certain he’d make a great father and it made her want him even more.


      In a matter of weeks her old lethargy had been replaced by a voracious energy and there was nothing she couldn’t accomplish. On the weekend, in a fit of mattock wielding, she’d dug a frog pond in her backyard, complete with a water feature she’d previously assumed would be too complicated to install on her own. Then she’d cooked up a big pot of goulash, dropped half off to her father and replaced all his dead pot-plants with new seedlings. ‘You’re going to wear yourself out!’ he’d protested, greedily slopping goulash into a saucepan.


      On the rare nights she wasn’t with Dom she found she couldn’t concentrate on her pile of novels. Too impatient for fiction, she glutted herself on travel writing until she was fidgety and craving fajitas. It was all so invigorating. And to think how willingly she had given up on desire! Before, in an effort to guard against the ache of loneliness, she had swaddled herself against the world. Without realising, she had effectively tried to mummify her own beating heart. Thankfully, Dom was no archaeologist. He had stumbled into her darkened catacomb, grabbed the end of a bandage and reefed with all his might. Lo and behold, out she’d tumbled into golden sunlight: not the dusty, shrunken crone she’d feared, but fresh-faced, desirable and dizzy with love.


      


      At half past five George arrived to collect Novi. Today he brought her a bunch of beetroot and a shopping bag full of fresh basil. She was embarrassed. ‘Oh! You know you don’t need to, George.’


      He waved his hand. ‘We’ve got a tonne of it. Mira thought you could make pesto.’


      She put her nose to the bag and inhaled the powerful tang. Novi tugged at his father’s arm. ‘I can take these home today, Dad.’


      George followed him over to the table to admire his work. ‘Well! Don’t they look great!’ He pointed to the collage. ‘Is that lichen on the boulders?’ Novi nodded, pleased. His father’s eyes were brimming with pride. ‘It’s fantastic, mate.’


      While Novi packed up, George waited for him patiently, wandering around the room and looking at the art, the equipment, all of it. Every now and then he leaned in to study a work in detail, or the structure of an unusual tool, but he always kept his hands clasped behind his back as though afraid to disturb anything.


      ‘We’re doing clay next week, with the wheel!’ Novi called.


      Camille nodded. ‘And we’re painting in gouache.’


      George listened, smiling, his eyes bright with longing. After they’d bundled up Novi’s pieces and said goodbye, Camille took her mug to the kitchen and rinsed it, wondering what sort of artist George Lepido might have become if he’d been given the right encouragement.


      


      Today we begin an etching. It involves scratching a picture into wax on a copper plate, then dipping it into a solution to give the etching bite, then rolling on some ink and putting the whole thing through the printing press — a big iron vice that looks like an old instrument of torture. The press squashes the ink into the paper, but you have to be careful not to move the plate while this is happening or the image will smudge. MissMorrison says this is how the first books were made.


      The paper we use is thick and spongy. It comes from France and is hand-made from cotton rag, not bark, which gives it a special texture. The ink comes from Spain and costs forty dollars a bottle. I am almost too nervous to touch it when MissMorrison tells me this, but she says it is the ink that real artists use. She says my print will last four hundred years because of the quality of the paper and the ink. Not if you leave it out in the rain, of course.


      After sketching for a bit I decide my etching will be of Pyramus under the mulberry tree. I plan to use blue ink at the top of the picture and red ink at the bottom so they’ll bleed together to form purple in the middle. It fits well into the story of how mulberries got their colour.


      I etch into the copper with my needle, giving Pyramus an old-fashioned moustache with twirly ends. He looks a bit like Nonno. MissMorrison prepares the solution in the sink by the window and says we mustn’t breathe in the fumes or our lungs will burn. With a print you can make as many copies as you like, which is one advantage over painting, she tells me, taking little sips of air from the side of her mouth. Making one hundred prints means one hundred galleries can stock your work, giving you ninety-nine more chances of making a sale.


      As an artist it is always important to think how money can be made.


      In four hundred years I’ll be four hundred and eleven.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 16

    


    
      It is Friday afternoon, the last day of term and the opening night of my exhibition. It’s also the night it has decided to rain at last.


      There isn’t much at first, only a light sprinkle as Mum and Dad and I squeeze into the ute and set off down Serpentine Road, just enough for the layer of dust on the windscreen to be smeared into mud by the bony wipers. Still, we cheer and stick our arms out the window to feel the raindrops on our skin and all the way down the hill we listen to the galahs, wings spread, going ape upside down on the power lines.


      We cross the bridge and drive through town, where there seems to be a lot more traffic than usual. ‘A few drops of rain and everyone forgets how to drive!’ Dad says, throwing his hands up at another red light. My mother grips her seatbelt, holding it out so it won’t crush her new dress. ‘I didn’t bring an umbrella!’ she sighs. I don’t say anything, I just wipe my sweaty palms on the knees of my freshly ironed trousers.


      When we pull into the car park at Riverside Gallery there are already quite a few cars there. More people arrive as we climb out. I don’t recognise any of them. The cicadas fly in tight circles around my chest at the thought of so many strangers coming to see my work. We all hurry along the path and up the steps, rain messing up our neat hair and fancy clothes. Inside we land in the middle of a clump of people and the gallery air is clammy and full of excitement. Everyone is hanging around near the entrance, clutching programs and glasses of wine and at first everyone keeps looking outside and talking about the weather and nobody pays much attention to the art.


      The gallery owner, Liz, sees us through the crowd and swoops over to us. She is a large, dough-faced woman in purple layers and orange lipstick, with dangly earrings and bad breath. She takes us up a couple of steps to the back room to introduce me to the three other artists exhibiting.


      First I meet Frank, a tall man with curly grey hair who does ink and charcoal landscapes — big black-and-white pieces torn up into squares and rearranged. I like the way they tease you to find what’s jumbled up in their patterns. ‘Nature’s sneaky like that,’ I say and everybody laughs, although I didn’t mean to be funny.


      Frank is shy but his wife isn’t, she’s dark-haired and beautiful with enormous boobs almost falling out of a red dress. She shakes my hand, congratulating me on such bold, brave work. Soon she and my mother are deep in conversation while Dad smiles and hovers at the edges, blinking wet eyes behind his glasses and gulping his wine. I watch him feeling nervous. He’s so proud to be at my first show that he’s in real danger of sobbing.


      Next I meet Caz, a skinny printmaker with big hands. She makes linocuts of horses and dogs and curvy naked women under fruit trees. As we walk around I see that most of her prints are already tagged with red ‘sold’ dots and people are shouldering each other to get a closer look at their black shadows and white grooves and touches of red. The wobbly, fairytale look of Caz’s prints makes me feel a bit better; maybe my pictures won’t be so out of place in a gallery after all.


      The other artist is a glass-blower and his bulbous vases and translucent platters seem far too precious to be eaten off or stuffed with flowers. I study each of them, conveniently displayed right at my eye level on special white podiums about the place. There are fine swirls of colour and tiny bubbles trapped in the glass. I’d like to touch them but I don’t dare.


      Once everyone has said hello and congratulated me on my pictures and Mum has taken about fifty photographs and I’m sure I’ll die from all the attention, the snacks come out — little tarts and fried rice-ball things — and everyone dives on them like they haven’t eaten in a week. I’m not hungry, and now that they’re all distracted I take the chance to perform my withdrawing trick. We are back in the entrance room now where it’s more spacious and I move over to a wall and try my hardest to be inconspicuous. Sipping orange juice, I look for faces I know.


      There are quite a lot of people crammed into the gallery now, moving between the three rooms. I see Eleanor but MrRoper is with her so I decide to stay out of sight. MissMorrison arrives, and then Mr Best about a minute later. They talk to separate people at the front door and kind of ignore each other but then I see them wander up into the top room together. I notice a few other teachers and people my parents know. I’m the youngest person in the place.


      I wish Hughie was here, now. Mum told me to invite him but I felt weird about it. Some of the kids at school have been teasing me about the exhibition. ‘Bighead!’ Craig Parker called me, right in my face. ‘Teacher’s pet. You think you’re so good.’ He always says things like that. I drew a picture of his stupid fat head and beady eyes and mean mouth and Hughie almost wet himself laughing. He would have come, but I’ve had this bad feeling something embarrassing was going to happen. I felt sure someone would want to take my pictures down, even though MrBest promised that wouldn’t happen and MissMorrison said that the gallery wouldn’t be hanging my work if it wasn’t of a high standard.


      ‘It will be a friendly crowd there,’ she reassured me last week. ‘They will all be appreciative. But you have to be brave to be an artist, Novi. Artists are provocative, they make statements. And all the better if you’re controversial because then you’ve succeeded in making people think and talk and argue!’


      It’s easy for her to say.


      But I suppose she’s right because as I’m standing here out of the way behind a giant glass bowl on one of the podiums, I peer into the bottom room and see that the people looking at my work are behaving politely enough. No-one seems angry, nobody’s lunging at the walls in protest. They just smile or frown or tilt their heads and hold their chins like they do with all the other work. Anyway, most people seem more interested in chatting to each other than spending very much time looking at the art.


      After a while the crowd thins out. Almost everyone has moved to the drinks table near the front desk and so I now have a clear view of my wall. The two maps, the ones inspired by my plane trip, are hanging together. Then there’s my bushfire picture, my washed-up fish and next to it my river boulders collage. A little further along, hanging together, are my etching of Pyramus under the mulberry tree and one of my murder pictures. Apart from the maps, which I painted on canvas, everything is mounted and set in the frames Dad made. Hung along a clean white wall like that they look different. It’s as though I wasn’t even the one who did them. They have a life of their own, now.


      Mr Best was the one who convinced me to show a murder picture. ‘It’s all right that it’s sad,’ he said. ‘You shouldn’t be ashamed of missing your grandfather. And it might make you feel better if you share your loss with other people.’ That’s when I told him something I hadn’t admitted to anyone. I told him how I was afraid of forgetting Nonno. I feel bad because I have to look at the photo on the sideboard to remember his face. Mr Best thought about it for a while and then he said, ‘You know, you’re not the only one who misses him. If you share your pictures, then the people who love him will have a chance to remember him, too.’ I hadn’t thought of that. It made me think of Eleanor on our trip to Sydney, how her eyes got all shiny when I told her about my walks along the river with Nonno and the treasures we found. She had a few memories of her own, stories I hadn’t heard before, not even from my mother. What if MrBest was right?


      When I showed Miss Morrison my murder pictures she said they were my most powerful work yet. Liz from the gallery described them as breathtaking. So there on the wall in Riverside Gallery is Nonno. He is lying at the bottom of the river while up above the koel flits from tree to tree, looking for clues. Nonno’s eyes are closed in this one and his face is calm. I like that he’s peaceful, even though it doesn’t feel accurate. I drain my orange juice and take another look over at my maps, imagining Nonno’s final journey through town. The Lewis carried him from his orchard, down past all the trees and houses and the shops, past this very gallery and the caravan park and around behind the Roper Centre — under three bridges altogether — before dumping him in a clump of mangroves near the national park. I’m sure it would have felt like a long way, swirling around in the floodwater, but my maps show it wasn’t really that far, just one big loop. Since my trip to Sydney I can’t stop drawing maps. MissMorrison let me photocopy a whole lot of them in the library on A3 sheets of paper — she calls it my new perspective. A bird’s-eye view shows that Morus isn’t very big at all. Everyone who lives here is much closer than I thought.


      Eventually MrBest and MissMorrison find me. MrBest bounds over. ‘You see, mate! I told you everything would be okay!’ He grabs me in a pretend headlock and rubs his knuckles on my hair. ‘Everyone loves you!’


      Giggling, I duck away from him and try to jab him in the side but he’s too fast and blocks me with his hand. Miss Morrison watches us with a funny smile, then she looks down at my section and nods at how my pictures have come together. She asks me about the other artists. We are deciding who we like best when Liz comes past to put a red dot on my picture of Nonno. I look around, surprised, and it’s Eleanor. With shiny eyes she gives me a big hug and whispers, ‘I’m so proud of you.’


      As the night wears on, glasses are refilled and the rain gets harder. It makes a racket on the roof and people have to shout to hear each other. The art is forgotten and the place has become one big party, everyone drunk on wine and rain. People huddle under the awning smoking, occasionally bolting out into the garden to yelp and gasp and run inside again to drip onto the sea-grass matting. Someone has turned up the music, a frantic, old-time jazz band, and Frank, the shy artist, is performing a Cossack-style rain dance in the foyer, flinging his legs out while people cheer and whoop. I watch it all, amazed at how childish adults can be when they let their guard down. I can tell my parents are enjoying themselves, though. My mother’s cheeks are pink and her hair is all corkscrewy from the damp. She has her arm linked with Eleanor’s and they are watching Dad, glasses askew, attempt his own version of a Cossack dance to hearty claps and hup! hup! encouragement from Frank.


      After a while MrBest and MissMorrison come to say goodbye. ‘I’ll drop over next week!’ Mr Best says. I watch them as they walk away, past the front desk and out under the awning. Just as they are about to make a dash for it I catch Mr Best reach for MissMorrison’s hand before they disappear through the dark curtain of rain. Other people start heading for home and I’m beginning to feel sleepy when I glance into the bottom room and see MrRoper standing there all alone, right in front of my etching of Pyramus. He’s standing so still he could be made of stone.


      Suddenly I feel wide awake. I creep over to the podium and edge behind it until I can see Mr Roper’s face, but he can’t seeme.


      MrRoper has an expression I’ve never seen on him before. He has gone all white and his jaw is sort of tensed and his lips are pressed into a line, like he’s trying to stop something awful escaping from them. He seems frozen. Only his eyes are moving. Open wide, they flick from Pyramus to Nonno and back again.


      I know that look. I remember it. It’s the same look my grandfather had on his face the day he caught my arm to stop me falling into the river. Mr Roper is afraid. My pictures have scared him.


      For a minute he stands there, swaying slightly in his brown boots. Then he backs away and moves upstairs. I watch him approach Liz, she has the glass-blower trapped against one of his podiums and he is trying not to topple a vase while struggling to avoid her death-breath. MrRoper says something to her and then, to the glass-blower’s relief, she pulls away and comes downstairs to stick a red dot on the tag below Pyramus and another on my washed-up fish. MrBest bought my bushfire picture, Miss Morrison bought my river boulders and a lawyer from town bought both my maps for his office. Now all my pictures have sold.


      Later, back home in bed at last, I wipe the mud off Varmint’s paws and pat her fur until she’s all dry. I listen to the rain lashing the roof in waves and wonder what I’ll do with the money I made from the exhibition. I wonder, too, why anyone would want to own a picture of something they were afraid of.


      I fall asleep, imagining the look on MrRoper’s face if he ever saw the rest of my collection in the shed.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 17

    


    
      Just in time for the holidays, down came the rain. Between the lace ducks Dom watched the autumn sky open up and release every drop of water craved and prayed for during all the months of drought. For the first couple of days he celebrated along with everyone else, buoyed by the success of Novi’s exhibition and the anticipation of so many days off. But what began as a pleasant relief quickly dampened into endless days of rain: fat rain, thin rain; rain steady and purposeful; rain driven sideways by wind, exploded upwards from puddles, cascading from gutters. Rain, as though it had forgotten it had rained already, with the violent determination of dementia. Rain that didn’t know how to stop.


      First thing on Monday his cousin called him. ‘Aren’t you coming home?’


      Dom flopped onto the lounge. ‘I still don’t have a car.’


      ‘What?’ Dom pictured Ace’s big burly face all crumpled in disbelief. He was eight months older than Dom and they’d been friends their whole lives. It felt strange not to have him down the road.


      ‘I can’t afford it.’


      ‘Catch a bus, then!’ Ace said.


      ‘No, I don’t want Dad to know. Don’t say anything. I want to get things sorted before I come home again.’


      ‘You’re so far away,’ Ace complained. ‘You may as well be in Arnhem Land!’


      Dom smiled. He missed his cousin too.


      ‘I could drive up?’ Ace suggested.


      ‘What, all the way to Arnhem Land? No, the weather’s shit. Check it out.’ Dom held the receiver up to the sound of the downpour. ‘It’s supposed to be like this for days. Maybe next week when it fines up. We can do the beaches.’


      They were silent for a moment.


      ‘So how’s it going up there on your own?’


      Dom let a beat pass. ‘Who says I’m on my own?’


      ‘Chick?’


      ‘A woman, actually.’


      He could feel Ace’s curiosity all the way down the line. ‘How old?’


      ‘Thirty-five.’


      ‘Awww! A filthy cradle-snatcher! All right! Now I get it. You don’t want your cuz moving in. Scared of the competition, eh?’


      Dom laughed. ‘Come up next week when the weather’s better. You can meet her.’ Listening to the rain drumming on the roof, he tried to imagine what Camille would make of Ace. He wasn’t sure they’d hit it off.


      ‘I still can’t believe the Corolla’s finally dead.’


      ‘I can.’


      ‘Pity you’re so far away or I could have got Lex to have a look at it.’


      ‘It’s dead because of Lex, Ace.’


      ‘End of an era,’ he sighed. ‘Had to happen one day, I guess. Well, at least now you can get yourself a V-8.’


      ‘I can’t afford that kind of petrol.’


      ‘Jesus, Nicky. Prioritise!’


      Dom knew it was no use arguing. He changed the subject. ‘Anything new with you?’


      ‘Nah. Just work. We got a big contract in and your dad’s busting my balls. Almost got enough saved for Mel’s engagement ring, though.’ Ace had been dating the receptionist at the factory office for almost a year, a pretty girl who insisted on things being done in the right order. He had been infatuated with her since the day she flicked her long brown hair at him in the tea room and set about ignoring him; he liked a challenge. Dom thought he was crazy for rushing in like this. It was Ace’s style to rush into everything, though.


      ‘I’ll call you about next week,’ Dom said.


      ‘Okay. Take it easy, Nicky.’


      ‘You too.’


      


      With satisfaction, Camille watched her garden soaking up the rain. During rare breaks in the downpour the sky hung low and bloated, allowing a thin glare to penetrate to the soggy earth. Shimmering curtains of evaporation briefly ascended, only to empty again with fresh vigour. Up in the hills beyond the house, tendrils of cloud sat in clumps, giving the impression Morus had been transported to a much higher altitude. Mist languidly infiltrated the valley, with no intention of dissipating or blowing away. Mushrooms and toadstools popped up as pale clusters on the emerald lawn. Bright orange fungus fanned out on the sodden tree trunks like extravagant frilled lips.


      Her father caught a cold. When she made him soup and took it over she found him in bed with his transistor radio and a blanket up to his chin like a five year old. She washed up and vacuumed the living area. Afterwards she went into his room to study him anxiously.


      ‘Don’t hover!’ he said grumpily. ‘I’m fine.’


      He wasn’t fine. But he wasn’t dying either, so she left him in peace with his man-size Kleenex and a bedside table covered in cough lollies. With her garden saturated and her new pond overflowing, unable to prune or mulch or plant the autumn bulbs, unable even to venture out for a walk, Camille had no obligations other than to make some headway on the stack of unread novels waiting on her bedside table. Instead she found herself holed up at Camelot with Dom, classifying raindrops as Inuit did snow.


      It went on like this for days. Although it was wet, the temperature had only dropped a few degrees. It was still warm and uncomfortably muggy. From the pillow next to Dom’s she stared beyond the lace curtains with a scowl. ‘This is classic Easter holiday weather,’ she said, kicking the blanket off in irritation and rearranging the sweaty sheet. She felt desperate for a cool change, to feel the crisp bite of a real autumn. She longed to get cosy and wrap up in coats and scarves, don knee-high boots and snuggle under feather-down at night after a long, hot bath, but luxuries like these were redundant this far north until well into June, and even then only for a few weeks at the most.


      


      Dom didn’t mind so much. The rain brought out his inner slob. He grew a beard. It drove Camille wild. With T-ball washed out and nowhere to go on a bicycle there wasn’t any reason to get out of bed. Luckily he could think of nowhere he’d rather be than trapped under apricot chenille, inhaling the exasperated earthy aroma of Camille and putting his new beard to good use.


      Through the glass, they watched the river rise and rise.


      At Camelot the clothes dryers whirred constantly, spreading the fragrance of hot lint up the halls. The dollar coins that fed the machines became treasured gold pieces, traded reluctantly between neighbours. Doormats were littered with dripping umbrellas and bizarre rubber footwear designed to fit over high heels. On the little verandas, outdoor furniture slumped slick and neglected. The sliding glass doors were streaked with endless beads.


      While Camille visited her father, Dom lounged around the flat devouring her discarded novels. Television was a wasteland, not worth switching on. Each morning the local paper arrived in the letterbox, its pages soft and crimped, and at lunchtime he dried it in the oven along with his frozen pizza or lasagne and then read it cover to cover, disappointed if he didn’t find at least one photograph of a dog on a boogie board in a flooded backyard or a football game being played in a mud slick. The unfolding drama of the weather held a particular fascination for him since his encounter with the Rotarians: after five straight days of heavy rain the paper reported that the Lewis was lapping at the fringes of the River’s Rest Caravan Park and Camping Ground and Dom imagined the owner running around in a flap, his Big Cappuccino forgotten. The local motels were already full thanks to the holiday crowd, and pretty soon there was an accommodation crisis, but true to form the Girl Guides and the Scouts responded by decking out their halls with donated air mattresses and school gym mats to lodge those forced to evacuate the camp site. In another article, Dom saw a photo of Gerard Roper out the front of the Roper Centre, looking across at the partially submerged vacant lot next to the car park. The area was low-lying and sandbags were being positioned as a precaution, Dom read. Shoppers were advised to use the side entrance of the Centre until further notice.


      But business wasn’t all bad: the video shop was doing a roaring trade. One front page featured a poorly lit photo of Bob Newey in his newsagency beside a row of empty shelves, completely sold out of his selection of cheap paperbacks and dreary jigsaw puzzles and anything useful for art and craft; families had quickly snapped these up, along with every umbrella and raincoat at Sinclair’s Produce. In particular, Dom enjoyed the letters page; everyone was fired up about poor street drainage, absent levees and the sluggish progress of the bypass works. Parents raged over the town’s lack of youth facilities and launched shots at the delays bedevilling Rotary’s long-awaited recreation centre, their complaints written with the zeal brought on by repressive weather, whingeing children and lack of physical exercise. On the odd occasion when Dom and Camille ventured into town for supplies they encountered groups of miserable tourists listlessly haunting shops and cafes, squabbling among themselves and making it clear that they held each and every citizen of Morus personally responsible for their ruined holidays.


      Not everyone was in a foul mood, though. Across the hall, Mavis was in great spirits, host to endless noisy games of Yahtzee, curry marathons and chutney drives. Her late-night video screenings of Cary Grant classics sent melodramatic soundtracks wailing through the thin walls and this more than anything encouraged Dom out in the evenings. It may have been a no-go zone for Mavis, but the bowling club was a lively retreat and Dom found its bistro good value. It also ran a selection of films on an old projector in the uncarpeted area reserved for physical culture and travelling cover bands, and in the holidays these sessions were packed. For their first public outing as a couple, Dom took Camille to the seafood buffet night, where they feasted on mounds of cooked prawns and crumbed calamari garnished with splayed strawberries. They stayed for the film, introduced by the club manager, a movie buff, who summarised the plot and talked a bit about the actors and the director before flicking off the lights. Despite being run off his feet, he was committed to this ritual and initially Dom had found it tiresome, but he soon learned to sit through it uncomplainingly because it saved on frustration later; if the oldies in the audience — a good proportion of it — were familiar with the storyline and characters, they could sit back and watch in silence without the need to question loudly, during suspenseful moments, just what the hell was going on.


      At night, in bed, he held Camille in a clammy embrace and tried to recall the last time he had felt such contentment.


      There were no quiet moments, only rain.


      


      Since the rain had made them prisoners indoors, Mira had been engaged in the full-scale, futile pursuit of drying. The bedding felt perpetually damp and the towels turned sour, as she found it impossible to air anything in the relentless humidity. Each boot and shoe lined up on the front veranda grew a grey-green fur. They took turns to shriek in horror when they came across leggy huntsman spiders that crept inside and hid behind doors and under cushions to escape the wet. On Wednesday when a monstrous specimen scuttled in and disappeared behind the bedroom wardrobe, Mira was forced to sleep on the lounge until it emerged a day later and George could capture it; she had been terrified of waking up with the hideous thing tangled in her hair.


      One morning they came into the kitchen to discover an invasion of tiny snails, which had hatched outside in an orgy of slime and somehow found their way indoors. Novi was delighted by these silent visitors and the lace patterns they left on the walls. Each morning Mira swept up piles of them in the dustpan and threw them into the bin but for a few days they were exasperatingly unstoppable and every wet crunch underfoot on a midnight visit to the toilet or an early-morning stumble into the kitchen elicited a stab of guilt.


      Varmint was a devil in wet weather; she took to galloping around the house, tail high, as though pursued by some invisible spirit. For entertainment she leaped onto the sideboard to send picture frames flying, or embarked on explorations of the house without placing a paw on the floor, taking dainty steps from lounge to bookcase to bench-top to sideboard, uttering shrill meows. Mostly she lay agitated across doorways, flicking her tail at each fresh wave of rain, daring anyone to step over her and shooting out a rankled paw if they attempted it.


      On the tin roof the downpour was thunderous. It provided a steady, deafening backdrop to the days and nights. Where is it coming from? they asked each other, incredulous with each new surge. When will it stop? Mira made brave attempts to defy the conditions. A fairy ring! she cried on Thursday, an announcement tinged with the desperation of cabin fever after days spent pacing restlessly and peering out of windows at her waterlogged vegetable plots. She and Novi stripped off and raced out into the midday torrent to make a wish and dance together in the circle of mushrooms while Varmint watched from the window, utterly convinced of their lunacy. But outdoor forays were few and far between. Starved of sunlight, they began to take on the pallor of fungus themselves.


      On Friday when she saw they were in for yet another wet day, Mira felt her anxiety rising. It was mid-morning, although it may well have been the afternoon, who could tell? At the bottom of the garden the bloated river rushed over itself like a million vile eels intent on dragging Morus out to sea. Hands on her hips, she stood at the sink and stared out across the yard, kneading her stomach to dispel the mass of worry that had formed there. More than the mountains of wet washing and the potential damage to her crop, it was the memories this sort of weather evoked that made her anxious. The last time it had rained like this her father was taken by the river. No, drowned in the river — she had to be careful how she put things in front of Novi.


      Poor Novi … when she saw those pictures of Papa her heart had leaped into her throat. What a thing to draw! And yet she couldn’t take her eyes off them, she kept returning to them over and over because he’d been rendered with such care; his moustache tidy, his eyes closed and his big hands resting by his side. It was almost as though he was simply lying down resting. Mira liked to think he had gone that way: peacefully.


      The storm that year had been devastating. It hit with the force of a cyclone and everything had been thrown into chaos. Up in the hills they’d been cut off from the town for days, enduring long stretches without power. The river had risen quickly until it was a foaming beast in the backyard, tearing through Mira’s lower plots and threatening to destroy the business, the house and all its contents. All she could do was stand by and watch, mesmerised by the force of it, seeing the procession of sodden debris adrift on the relentless tide and feeling just as powerless. By day five Morus had been declared a disaster zone. All emergency services had been occupied lashing tarpaulins over torn roofs, evacuating families and livestock or sandbagging to try to prevent further damage. Mira had tried calling her father. When she couldn’t get through on the second day she started to worry; it was unlike him not to be in touch to see how they were holding up. Eventually she’d braved the weather and ventured up to the winery, but he wasn’t in the house or the sheds or even out in the groves. Her father had disappeared. Overwhelmed with emergency calls, the police had assured her he would turn up, but by then dread had her in its grip. Where on earth would he have gone in weather like this, with his trees and vines and equipment to safeguard?


      Two days later his body was discovered. It was another day before the floodwaters had retreated enough for Mira and George to make it into town to identify him. She remembered how the female police officer had placed a hand on her arm before she stepped into the morgue, a warning to prepare herself. Mira trembled now to think of it. Poor Papa! It was him, and yet it wasn’t. There was no life there, no spirit, just a mottled grey carcass, all bloated from the river. His wounded flesh looked bloodless as old meat.


      It was horrible to think of it, even now. She stood at the window unable to get the image out of her head and hardly noticed when George bustled into the kitchen to make coffee. When he saw her expression he came and wrapped his arms around her. Together they watched the rain in silence for a while. Its power was hypnotic, like staring into fire or thunderous surf.


      ‘Morus is going under, my love,’ he said, moving back to the stove, where the coffee had finished spitting. He filled a thermos and added milk. ‘King tide’s due tomorrow, the radio said. River’s set to meet it head on. We’ll be cut off for sure. I’ll take Novi down to Sinclair’s in a minute and stock up.’ Mira was stricken. He came and gave her a squeeze. ‘We’ll be right!’


      Tossing some slices of lemon cake into a tea towel, he grabbed the thermos and launched himself out the back door. From the sink Mira watched him slosh across the overgrown lawn and escape the dripping clutches of morning glory to disappear inside the shed. George’s interest in the boat had fired up again, he was spending every spare minute working on it, but try as she might she just couldn’t share his enthusiasm. This weather — it was getting her down. As for Novi, he was holed up in the shed, too; she’d barely heard a peep out of him all week. Rattling around in the empty house with nothing but the rain for company gave rise to desolate thoughts. She was needed less and less these days, she realised; by Novi, by George. Even the cat found her presence irritating. And her father would never need her again.


      I should have had more children, she thought, I would have loved a huge brood. She knew she’d have been good at it, too, raising a big, bustling family. If only those little boys had lived …


      Don’t dwell on it, she told herself sternly. Sidestepping a saucepan collecting drips, she reached for her father’s old cookbook and flipped it open. Briskly, she turned to the contents page, concentrating on the list of dishes and tried to put sad thoughts out of her mind.


      


      I don’t mind the rain. There’s work to do and in this weather I can spend all day in the shed without anybody complaining I should be washing windows or playing ping-pong or whatever it is normal boys do in the holidays. Stacked beside the workbench is the latest batch of supplies I ordered with Eleanor’s credit card. The plastic wrappings glint yellow under the light bulb, challenging me to test the stuff inside. The parcels give an interesting new smell to the place, too. Pastels smell of iron, like blood, or green, like damp rocks; acrylics smell rich and fake. The smell of some oil paints reminds me of my own body: salt, or the metallic smell my palms get when I catch the bus. Then there are bright colours that have no smell at all and seem less beautiful because of it.


      Right now I am modelling koels out of clay. I like the feeling, sliding my hands along their smooth necks and tails. MissMorrison will help me fire them in the kiln next term and then I’ll glaze them black and shiny with a red ring round the eyes. It was Dad’s idea to poke a hole in the bottom so we can put them on metal stakes and stick them outside in their natural habitat. Soon I’ll have koel sentries stationed all around the garden. Out of its plastic, the clay smells like the riverbank when the sun is on it. Right now it feels as if we’ll never see the sun again.


      Since the exhibition the pressure in my chest, the urge to draw, feels different. It doesn’t hit me rough and tumbling like it used to, like waves that want to smash me or drag me under. Now it’s steady, automatic, like breathing. Maybe it’s because I’ve realised that the cicadas aren’t separate but a part of me. Ever since I found my new perspective I hardly notice the feeling. It’s as constant as rain and never-ending.


      Dad bursts through the door with morning tea. We chomp cake together in silence, listening to the rain. He’s been keeping me company in here a lot lately. Each morning we make a run for it across the garden and inside he switches on the light and the radio for some music and we get to it, me on my birds and maps, him on his boat bits. He jokes that with another big flood on our doorstep he’d better get us afloat, but I can see he’s got the bug again. I think it’s the same one I have but in him it seems to come and go. Last month he made the frames for my exhibition pieces in record time. He’s always asking about what I’m learning in art and sometimes I look up and find him watching me work. I don’t mind. Time passes easily, here in the shed with Dad.


      When my neck gets sore or my hand cramps up or it feels like the maps will never be done, I go for walks along the river. Carefully, because I know better than anyone how it could grab me at any moment, I watch the water tearing past, carrying a thousand sticks and leaves and bits of rubbish. Somehow it makes me feel calm to see all those small things caught up in the flow, rushing madly along with nothing they can do to stop themselves. I know how they feel.


      After morning tea Dad and I drive down to Sinclair’s to stock up on supplies: candles, kerosene, loo paper and cat biscuits. We also find some garden stakes for my bird sculptures. We have to go the long way round because there’s this sort of marsh blocking the entrance to the Roper Centre and half the car park is under water. Not that this has stopped anyone. Inside Sinclair’s it’s busier than I’ve ever seen it. The place is crawling with damp people in a shopping frenzy, all of them trying to prepare for the storm they say is coming tonight. I look for MrRoper to see whether he can still manage one of his smiles for me after his fright at the exhibition, but he doesn’t even notice I’m here. He’s flat out along with the rest of the staff selling tarpaulins and rope to customers. Even Eleanor is too busy to say hello. My father heads off to look for wood sealants and I make my way down to the back of the shop. The rain on the high roof is an explosion that never stops. I wonder if the river will swallow the whole town this time and if Sinclair’s ends up under water, what will happen to all the stuff. Would the beans and peas and lentils in the hessian sacks sprout and become a jungle? Could the forklift travel fast enough to make it to high ground? Would all the polished leather saddles and tennis shoes lose their squeaky-clean smell, drenched in all that river slime?


      I wander down the aisle of detergents and dry chemicals until I reach the stack of drums with their flames and skull-and-crossbones warnings. Tapping my knuckle softly on the black drums I wonder why these ones don’t have labels, and what’s inside them. I imagine them all bobbing around in the floodwater, fizzing and foaming like a giant science experiment. I decide to ask Dad to buy me some gumboots.


      On the radio they’re saying the town might see a repeat of the flood of 1990. They’re saying not to drive through floodwater, and to watch out because some power lines have blown down. Rain like this forces snakes out of their holes, too. They’re warning everyone to stay out of the river.


      They don’t have to tell me.


      


      The drive up Serpentine Road was slow going. Furrowed with slurry and drifts of loose gravel, the road was dissolving in places. Dom prayed the Falcon wouldn’t slide off into the gorge. The conditions were worse than he’d expected but he pushed on, his nose to the windscreen, the arthritic wipers flicking feebly at the rain.


      He felt bad he hadn’t dropped in on Novi yet. He hadn’t even spoken to him since the exhibition; for a week he’d drifted through the blur of rainy days overcome with lust and laziness. Now the radio was saying Serpentine Road was about to be cut off, that all the creeks and tributaries were full and the Lewis was expected to reach flood level overnight. Dom knew he’d miss his chance if he didn’t go today. He didn’t want to let Novi down.


      He drove at a crawl. The tyres slid on every bend. His palms were slick and they were beginning to ache from clutching the wheel. It was almost impossible to see; switched to high, the Falcon’s demister fan was deafening but made no impact on the condensation fogging up the windscreen. Dom flicked open the glove box and groped inside. To his relief he found a crochet-trimmed tea towel and cleared a patch on the windscreen. Peering through it, he was startled by a couple of impressive waterfalls he hadn’t even known existed.


      He turned down the Lepidos’ driveway and pulled in close to the house. With no umbrella to hand he splashed through a sheet of water on the lawn and ducked under one final spill, thanks to a section of decrepit roof guttering over the veranda steps, arriving dripping at the front door.


      Mira yanked it open before he had a chance to knock. Her face looked haunted. ‘It’s so good to see you!’ she cried, pulling him into a hug that squeezed all the breath out of him.


      Dom took off his wet boots and left them with the untidy army of mouldy shoes by the door. Inside, he followed Mira down the hall. The place was an obstacle course of pots and buckets collecting drips. Out of nowhere a grey blur darted between his feet and he staggered, socks skidding on the floorboards. He reached to steady himself on a couple of clothes horses, his hands grasping at a host of slippery satin bras before his weight collapsed one of the frames.


      ‘Varmint!’ Mira exploded. ‘Get out of here!’ She helped Dom disentangle himself from her underwear and set about reassembling the rack. But the clothes horse was skittish. It wouldn’t be wrangled. Lips pursed, breath thick in her nose, she wrestled with the contraption for a minute before flinging it against the wall with a grunt of frustration. Then she put a hand to her forehead and sobbed.


      In the kitchen, over tea, she spoke about the mildew and the leaking roof, the endless wet washing and the shanty towns of clothes racks set up in every room. ‘I just can’t stand living without a clothes dryer anymore, Dom! And the cat’s regressed — it’s shitting in all the pot-plants. Plus Novi and George have deserted me. Right now they’re at Sinclair’s but the two of them have been holed up in that shed for days. What’s the point of having time off for Novi’s holidays when all he wants to do is sit in the shed? I might as well be at work!’


      She got up for a tissue, paused to blow her nose, then proceeded to lay out a selection of home-made biscuits, cakes and little fig tarts. ‘I yelled at Novi this morning and he didn’t deserve it,’ she confessed with a sniff. ‘He came up to the house for a break, then he and Varmint started one of their crazy games, tearing around the place. Normally it’s funny but today I just felt so … neglected. I did my block! Chased them outside.’


      Despondently she munched on a fig tart. For a while they sat listening to the percussion of plinks in pots.


      ‘So!’ she said, making an effort to brighten up. ‘What’s going on with you?’


      Several steamy images flashed though Dom’s mind. ‘Oh, not much,’ he said, but he couldn’t stop a little grin creeping up the side of his mouth.


      Mira studied him with narrowed eyes. She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. ‘What about with Camille, how’s that going?’


      He gave her a sheepish look. ‘We were trying to keep it a secret. The whole work thing.’ He tossed up his hands. ‘Then we thought, what the hell.’


      ‘Is it serious?’


      With a frown, Dom stretched back in his chair. He’d been enjoying himself too much to think about the future. Mira persisted. ‘Is Camille someone you could see yourself settling down with? Starting a family?’


      He laughed. ‘Mira!’


      She shrugged. Her tone was direct. ‘Well, if it is serious you’ll need to talk about it. Babies, I mean. Women only have a certain window, you know.’


      A fresh surge of rain pelted down on the roof. Dom shifted uneasily in his seat. Babies! What the hell would he do with one? They were so little and helpless, with those strange soft spots on their heads. How would he look after one? He couldn’t even keep milk in the fridge. There was a sound at the front door.


      ‘That’ll be them!’ Mira grabbed his arm. ‘You’ll stay for lunch? Cooking is the only thing keeping me sane right now and we don’t have a hope of getting through all this food.’


      Dom accepted, but only once she agreed to let him take a load of wet washing back to Camelot, boasting that he had a stash of dollar coins that would dry all her towels in an hour.


      While Mira heated soup and pasta sauce and put the water on to boil, Dom sprinted down to the shed with Novi and George. Inside he noticed the place had reached new heights of organised chaos since his last visit. It was overflowing with boat apparatus, unidentifiable items under construction and art supplies — the atmosphere was one of serious industry. With his easel set up in the light from the window, Novi had been working on a large canvas and Dom went over and stood before it. It was a portrait of George on the deck of a boat at sea and he cut an impressive figure, dressed in an old-fashioned admiral’s uniform complete with brass-buttoned coat, knee-length boots and feathered tricorne. In the distance, a lushly overgrown island shone golden in a patch of sun and George’s face was golden, too, his eyes fiery behind their glasses. As usual, Mira was the boat’s wooden figurehead carved to mermaid proportions, her breasts smashing through the waves. To one side, the boat’s cabin windows glowed behind a set of red curtains and a long row of window boxes. Dom leaned in. On one of the boxes a grey cat was crouched, tail high, bum positioned directly over the flowers.


      Arms crossed, Novi looked up at him for his reaction and at that moment Dom was struck by the maturity of the boy’s expression; in the pursed mouth and shrewd eyes there was a glimpse of the man he’d become soon enough. Dom glanced over at George and saw that he’d assumed a stately pose by a stand of clamped timber, a real tricorne perched on his head. With a proud glint in his eye, he gave Dom a salute.


      Novi frowned. He picked up a paintbrush and dabbed at the hat in his picture. George shuffled off and began sanding timber in long rhythmic strokes. Dom sat down in the busted armchair and made himself comfortable, soaking up the atmosphere and feeling slightly envious. He wanted to be immortalised in a painting, too. How would Novi style a portrait of him? he wondered. At the blackboard, chalk in hand, perhaps? Or on his bike, toiling up Serpentine Road, his head about to explode?


      Gazing around, he was quick to identify the new works. As well as some clay birds drying on the windowsill there were three larger maps that seemed as though they were meant to go together. No longer confined to basic acrylics, Novi was experimenting with more natural tones and in the dim light of the shed these new maps looked dark and shadowy, a layer of shellac giving the impression of landscapes under water. When Dom hopped up to have a closer look he saw that what from a distance looked like topography lines were actually veins etched with painstaking precision. With a jolt he realised he was looking at the anatomy of something organic: a leaf or the flesh of some animal caught under the tide. Although the complexity of the image was impressive, Dom felt a little chilled by it, and the birds didn’t help, either, hovering in a thin black cloud over all three pictures like a flock of carrion crows. Against the suggestion of living flesh, Dom found their appearance vaguely gruesome. An uneasy feeling crept over him. He could see Novi’s style was maturing; this was a good thing, he knew, but he had to admit he missed the cheerful colours of the younger works.


      He stepped over to the bench and found some heavy charcoal sketches of yet more birds. Beside them were some pictures of Novi’s grandfather, the ones that at first he’d been so reluctant to show. Dom flicked through them and was again struck by the same spooky sadness to see the old man, eyes closed, lying in the brown water. Then he found a picture he hadn’t seen before. He picked it up with interest. It was a simple coloured-pencil drawing from an earlier time, a single large mulberry tree with wide spreading branches and roots snaking into the river. Underneath the tree, among a scattering of fallen mulberries, stood Mira, barefoot and wrapped in a red shawl. The fallen berries were odd-looking, long but strangely pale and unripe. Dom frowned. He brought the picture nearer to the light bulb hanging above him and felt his blood run cold. They weren’t berries at all but babies, tiny unformed creatures with bulbous heads and slit eyes, their arms too small to hug their bodies. In the picture, Mira was singing, or wailing maybe, her mouth wide, her arms outstretched.


      At that moment the door to the shed flew open and in she came, shaking a dripping umbrella. Dom found himself looking straight into the haunted eyes of the woman in the picture, the woman singing lullabies under a tree for all her lifeless babies.


      ‘Lunch is ready!’ she said.


      Dom stared at her, his breath stuck in his chest. He formed a word but his mouth was dry and no sound emerged.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 18

    


    
      Gerard Roper sped north along the highway. The rain had stopped for the moment. He could see the roiling weight of it suspended overhead and the light coming through was pale and eerie. Off the coast a great storm was gathering and he was heading straight towards it, not an ideal moment to be leaving the shop, to be driving anywhere, in fact, but he wanted to check the Banio house before the evening’s onslaught. At least that was his excuse. Really, he was desperate for some air and a bit of space to think.


      Leaning back into the Land Cruiser’s upholstery, exhaustion swept through him. He hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep for ages, not since the exhibition. He couldn’t get those pictures out of his head. And Sinclair’s had been utter bedlam, teeming with ill-equipped holiday-makers and anxious locals, everyone in a panic about the weather warnings; even with all staff on board they’d been run off their feet. Gerard wished they would all just piss off so he could contemplate the problem of Novi. If he didn’t get a handle on the situation he was in danger of falling into a panic himself.


      That kid! He forced down a fresh wave of fear and told himself to stay calm. For the next ten minutes he drove through sodden countryside flanked by ditches green with gangly weeds, past old farms racked with erosion and the new subdivisions that mocked them, until he reached the Banio turn-off. Here he headed east, towards the sea.


      Alone on the road now with a bit of distance between himself and town, he felt able to consider Novi’s pictures and what they meant. He must know something about Bert’s death. Could he have been in the orchard that day and seen Gerard there? Would he draw a picture of him next? His skin felt clammy at the thought and he drew a hand down hard over his face but still he couldn’t stop the memories of that day advancing, along with the guilt that for years he’d tried to suppress. Gripping the steering wheel, Gerard concentrated on breathing in and out.


      It was an accident. The river took him. They’re just drawings.


      After a while he began to feel a little more composed. The twenty-minute drive to the coast was always soothing. Being up high in the Land Cruiser helped, the superior aspect it provided, and the comfortable leather interior the colour sand ought to be — when it wasn’t contaminated by seaweed and unsavoury brown foam. To see the bypass progressing so well gave him a boost, too. In another twelve months the new route would be finished, taking motorists along the coast instead of inland through the flood-prone quagmire of Morus. Those who’d previously stopped at Morus out of convenience or tradition would soon be directed to Banio, a charming seaside village infinitely more attractive than a depressed river town of faded glory. Gerard had seen where the opportunities lay and invested early. Banio had boutique written all over it.


      The rain held off. By the time he reached the national park the sky had darkened to gun-metal grey, gathering energy for its assault. He drove a little further through monotonous scrub and pine plantations before plunging into thick coastal heathland. Sandy undulations of banksia and wattle spread before him, and a galaxy of tiny wildflowers with small sharp leaves. Gerard was fond of this gentle landscape. It wasn’t overbearing like the gum-tree forests on Serpentine Road, it didn’t tower over you or hem you in; it wouldn’t shed strips of bark onto your lawn or toss endless indestructible leaves into your swimming pool. The heath was pretty: soft and low-lying; wild, yet conquerable. The soil was the sandy type that relinquished roots easily and drained well. Flooding certainly wasn’t a problem out here.


      He topped one final shaggy crest and the village appeared, spread out below him. There wasn’t much to Banio: a few streets of fibro cottages, inhabited mostly by fishing families and the odd ancient bachelor cured to leather by the sun and pickled with brine and alcohol. It had a single service station, an unreliable corner shop that doubled as a take-away, and an oyster kiosk owned by a family as tenacious and sharp-edged as the molluscs they harvested from the estuary. Entertainment was provided by the bowling club, which had a healthy attendance and a decent set of greens. There was a passable Chinese bistro.


      Most of Banio’s residents had been born here, Gerard knew, although some had escaped from the increasingly industrial Port Torft when the sprawl set in a decade ago. Or, like Gerard, they owned holiday houses because the beach was pretty, if a little exposed. In summer it could be quite busy. The community had lived with the promise of a bypass for so long that it had become the stuff of myth; whole generations had been raised with the bypass pending, destined to transform their sleepy village, only for it to be delayed again and again. Booze-fuelled debates at the bowlo about the pros and cons — more business opportunities and improved property prices versus an infestation of tourists and an end to tranquillity — had long receded behind the more pressing banalities of daily life. Most residents had given up on the prospect.


      Gerard hadn’t.


      At first he thought he’d simply sell the house and land and make a tidy profit, but the more time he spent out here the more ideas began to hatch. The property in Morus was becoming too much to manage. Even Eleanor complained she was growing tired of the upkeep. He pictured them renovating the beach house properly and moving here for good. They could leave the river behind, start again.


      Abruptly the ocean appeared, a foam-flecked paddock of blue. Gerard drove to the edge of a high clearing and parked the car. He wound down the window, let the salt air blast him and observed the wild seascape below. Nearby, a party of black cockatoos made prehistoric shrieks from a gnarled stand of trees. Gerard watched, struck by their majestic impudence. For a minute he envied them their savage, uncomplicated lives.


      From here he could see where the new road was being built, a strip of orange clay among the trees on the far side of town. Decent infrastructure was arriving at last. Next would be an influx of people and a burst of new development. A proper supermarket and bottle shop were needed, among other conveniences — conveniences Gerard could provide. He pictured a fine-dining restaurant up here on the cliff, with some luxury accommodation. In time a new community would arise, a demographic more diverse, more connected, more cultured; a community Gerard could see himself pioneering. He took a deep breath of spray-filled air. Banio was ready to grow. And even if it wasn’t, growth was on its way.


      At the beach house he got out to inspect the place. A recent gale had blown the outdoor chairs about but there didn’t appear to be any damage done. He stacked the furniture away in the shed, satisfied to see that the padlock showed no signs of tampering. Occasionally there were break-ins among the holiday homes, but the more time Gerard invested in Banio the more the locals looked out for him. He and Eleanor had owned the place for a while now and he loved coming here; life felt so much simpler, less cluttered. Sinclair’s would have to be sold eventually; the kids weren’t interested in taking over. Gerard knew this wouldn’t be easy for Eleanor but he also knew she was too good a businesswoman not to see it coming. Then there would be no reason for them to stay in Morus. Banio would be their next adventure.


      Hunger announced itself with a growl. He’d missed lunch, couldn’t stomach anything much this past week, and it was a relief to finally have his appetite back. The sea air had cleared his head.


      He drove over to the bowling club, where he greeted the barman by name and ordered a schooner and a steak sandwich, acknowledging with a casual nod the scattered glances of recognition or appraisal as he took a seat at the window. Demonstrating he could drink a beer in his own company built trust in a place like Banio. When he had the time he liked to shout some old salt a schooner and enquire into his story. The tales he heard were always riveting. It was amazing what people would tell him, what they were willing to reveal, just by being asked.


      Stanley was like that. Gerard remembered the first time he’d made an effort to get to know him in his poky, mission-brown accountancy office back in the day; it was as though nobody had ever asked him anything personal before and the result had been like dragging a carpet off a bathtub full of snakes. Stanley was a solid accountant with a healthy creative streak and his financial advice was inspiring, especially early on when the daily running of Sinclair’s had threatened to overwhelm Gerard in its plodding predictability, its incremental, scrutinised creeping towards wealth. At his lowest moments, Gerard had felt nothing but a ring-in; Eleanor was the one who knew the business of agriculture inside out. Gerard had craved something else, a venture that made use of his contacts, his inheritance. Something he could build that was truly his own. Of all people it was Stanley who’d given him the idea for the Roper Centre.


      Stanley was peculiar but he was smart and as they began planning, setting their sights on the appropriate land in East Morus, Gerard was pleased to discover that he also had a bone-dry sense of humour — the jokes few and far between but awe-inspiring when they arrived. Rather surprisingly, they became friends. Their properties were within minutes of each other on Serpentine Road and their wives held positions on the same committees in town. They shared an interest in real estate and investment. Both sensed there were opportunities to be had in Morus if they put their heads together. But at times Stanley could be tedious. He lacked charisma and there was always a whiff of social desperation about him. Some days just the sight of his ugly pink face irked Gerard, so he’d been pleased when Bert Cherubini came on board for the chemical operation.


      The tip-off Gerard had received from a contact in Sydney had been too good to ignore. Even then Stanley had frowned, pressed the tips of his fingers together and tapped them against his lips in a grave and irritatingly protracted deliberation. God, he could be pompous! It was straightforward enough: they would build up a reserve until the ban was announced, then sit tight for a while and sell it down the track quietly to Sinclair’s most trusted clients. Despite Stanley’s caution he wasn’t immune to Gerard’s magnetism, nor could he deny the benefits of this venture; black markets were lucrative, if short-lived, opportunities. In the end he agreed to come on board on condition they were meticulous and took the proper precautions. For a start they would need to disguise the barrels to prevent them being discovered. They would also need to distance themselves from the front line when the time came to release the stock. They would need an agent, a representative from the farming community whom people trusted and whom they could trust; someone who would benefit greatly from a free supply of illicit pesticide.


      Bert Cherubini had a quiet dignity about him and had come to Gerard’s mind straightaway. His wine business was promising but precariously poised; his Amaro was making ground and stood on the cusp of international export — a miracle considering the property had teetered on the brink of collapse for so long. Grapes and berries, like all thin-skinned fruit, needed plenty of chemicals to prevent them spoiling, and Mira, recently married, was struggling with her market-garden business and would soon be in desperate need of effective protection from pests. Most importantly, Bert had first-hand experience of the terrible legacy left by the old poisons, the arsenic and lead formulas of his father’s generation. Gerard had heard Bert’s accounts of watching his father’s toenails blacken and drop off from working barefoot in orchards treated with arsenic pentoxide, how he’d seen him laid up in bed with nausea for a week after hand-spraying the groves. Bert had also overheard the horrified whispers of his sisters as they spoke about the wife of the fruit farmer next door who had succumbed to some sort of terrible, private surgery after years of perching on fruit boxes in the packing shed. Bert was a farmer who’d welcomed the agricultural chemical revolution in the sixties, a passionate supporter of the safe new organochlorines and organophosphates; they’d never done him any harm, he insisted, when the rumblings started about their safety. Gerard had known he’d be perfect for the job.


      Wiping grease from his fingers on a serviette, Gerard headed back to the bar and ordered another schooner. Alcohol was required if he was going to surrender to nostalgia and properly turn his mind to Bert. He still felt sad about the way it had ended. He nursed self-pity, too, at the loss of the friendship. Bert had been more than just a business associate, he was a friend for whom Gerard had made sacrifices. Like that time Bert had turned up on his doorstep with the news of Mira’s last miscarriage. Gerard was sad to hear of it; Mira and George had been trying for years for a baby and he knew that disappointments like those took their toll on a couple. He felt for them, for his friend. It was obvious how upset Bert was; his suntanned face was etched in wretchedness, his moustache trembling with emotion. Gerard wanted to help somehow. But he wasn’t expecting what Bert said next.


      We can’t keep selling it.


      Gerard had been stunned. He pictured the warehouse, two-thirds of the stock gone already. Moving it had been easier than they had dreamed, despite the bad publicity the stuff had received before the ban. It was just so bloody effective. The new formulas were not nearly as powerful and needed to be administered more frequently: every season, twice a season, instead of once or twice a year. In the last twelve months they’d been able to increase the price of the remaining black drums yet again. A bidding war had erupted. One turf company, threatened with annihilation by army worm, had just offered double the highest bid to date.


      Gerard had been torn. He had tried to placate Bert by sharing his own experience. ‘Look, Eleanor had a miscarriage when we were first married. It was dreadful, but so many stories came out of the woodwork from her friends. We were surprised at how normal it actually is. And of course you want to search for reasons…’


      Bert had only stared at him with contempt. ‘Three miscarriages aren’t normal, Gerard, not at her age.’ He told him he’d found a report on organochlorines, about how they stayed in the soil longer than anyone had predicted; how they broke down into dangerous new toxins no-one had tested for and made their way through the food chain, absorbed by the body in fat reserves and then slowly released into the blood over time. ‘Drift from the aerial spraying can be trapped in the Morus basin for a week before the right wind comes in off the sea to blow it away. A week! We can’t ignore something like that! We’d be mad to call it a coincidence. I won’t let Mira be exposed to it anymore.’


      Gerard hadn’t known how to respond. What he didn’t say was: But you knew! You were the one who supplied it to her and all your mates. You raised her on a farm, put her to work out there with the fruit from when she was a kid! You’ve benefited nicely from this deal and now all of a sudden you turn high and mighty and decide to point the finger? He thought instead about the range of factors that could lead to a miscarriage and how it was impossible to know exactly why it happened. Bert couldn’t know whether Mira’s mother had a history, he was barely in contact with Dominica anymore. And what about all those varnishes and paints George had worked with over the years, had he considered the effects these might have had? Life was hazardous! It was the price they all paid for modernity.


      These points had run in a startled pack around Gerard’s head but he hadn’t uttered any of them. Arguing would have been hurtful to Bert and he cared too much for him. Although he was taken aback by the audacity of Bert’s demand, at the same time he couldn’t help admiring him. Bert was never one to deny his feelings, he always expressed them fearlessly and it was something Gerard was grateful for, especially when all the other men around him behaved as passionately as clams. Stanley, for one, was terrified of expressing emotion; he was so practised at keeping a lid on things, it was twisted. Perhaps it was the Italian in him but Bert was an exception. And now he’d come to Gerard in distress, arriving on his doorstep with his heart on his sleeve, entreating him to consider his daughter and do what was right. What choice did Gerard have? He was an honourable man, after all. He told his friend not to worry. He’d take care of it.


      There was a brilliant flash of lightning across the greens, followed by a terrifying crack. Gerard jumped along with everyone in the club. A second later the lights went out. He looked around. One by one the fridges behind the bar flickered and switched off. Christ, he thought, I’d better get back. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been sitting there brooding but he’d managed three schooners and now as he stood up he discovered he was slightly drunk. The rain came pelting down. Gerard had to run out into the middle of it to reach the Land Cruiser and was drenched through. At least the sensation freshened him up a bit.


      He started the engine, blasted the fan and flicked the windscreen wipers to high. In one quick manoeuvre he turned the car around and headed down the main street out of Banio. He wasn’t thinking of the past anymore. The rain was coming down in buckets and strong gusts of wind were belting the car. Every ounce of Gerard’s attention was on the road as he drove quickly back to Morus in the storm.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 19

    


    
      Eleanor’s old green Jag glided slowly through the rain like a dreadnought: heavy, solid and indestructible. Encased within it, Eleanor was safe and dry. No gust of wind was going to blow her away, no cloudburst. Whatever storms of heartache and rage had swept through her over the years, the Jag had been strong enough to deliver her through all of them.


      For two days now, Serpentine Road had been cut but she wasn’t bothered about Sinclair’s being out of reach. It happened from time to time and actually it was a relief after the previous week’s mayhem to stay away from the place. Their manager was more than competent. The only concern was if the Centre ended up under water, but that was in the lap of the gods now. There wasn’t any point worrying too much about it.


      In the seat beside her, Joy Kelley, her neighbour, smoothed her auburn hair and smoothed it again. She was selfconscious about it; it was thinning with age and she couldn’t stand to have a strand out of place. Eleanor felt for her; getting old wasn’t fun, nobody liked it, but she wished Joy would stop fussing. They were in a rainstorm, for heaven’s sake.


      ‘God, this weather!’ Joy cried. ‘It’s just so inconvenient. I’ve had to cancel all my appointments…’ She patted at her hair again and took a look at her part in the mirror. ‘I was supposed to be having my colour done today. Ugh. I can’t stand this grey, it’s just not me.’ She flicked the visor back. ‘And Stanley’s been under my feet, lounging around and leaving things all over the kitchen. Would it kill him to stack the dishwasher? God help me if he ever retires. I told him that the guttering on the patio needed replacing and now there’s water pooling up near the back door. It’ll be his fault if we end up having to replace the carpet.’


      Eleanor would have preferred to have made the trip alone but Joy had invited herself along. When she’d phoned an hour ago, bored and looking for company, Eleanor hadn’t wanted to lie about where she was going. Joy had jumped at the chance to come, she’d never been to the Lepidos’ house and wasn’t one to miss the opportunity for a stickybeak.


      But Eleanor wasn’t going to let her spoil the afternoon. The anticipation of seeing Novi’s pictures far outweighed Joy’s negativity. At the exhibition, Mira had said there were more of Umberto, and Eleanor had been longing to see them ever since. The one she’d already bought would hang in the gallery until the exhibition was over and she looked forward to collecting it with a bittersweet excitement, even though she wasn’t sure yet what she was going to do with it. She could hardly bear to think about what Umberto might have gone through in his final moments, but he seemed to be at peace in that picture. Somehow it helped.


      Being with Mira helped, too. She was always willing to reminisce about her father, have a laugh at old stories about him and shed a tear or two. With Mira, Eleanor found she could talk about Umberto more freely than with anyone, and having Novi there stopped Eleanor’s feelings from unravelling too much. That was important because her grief was still dangerously potent, it wouldn’t dissipate, perhaps because she’d been forced to mourn Umberto in isolation, unable to share the depth of her loss with anyone. It made sense when she thought about it. Alone, she had suffered the punishment of her cowardice, of failing to be brave enough to be with the man she loved while he was warm and pulsing with life; the man who adored her with his caressing, moth-wing gaze.


      The road was a mess of leaves and small branches. The Jag ground over them. Oblivious to Eleanor’s thoughts, Joy had segued into the latest instalment in her ongoing battle with humankind, an indignant story in which someone or other had injured her in some way. As usual, Eleanor wondered about the other side of it, suspecting that the offending party had probably been misinterpreted, or had unknowingly threatened Joy’s sense of righteousness, or had merely resisted being bossed around by her and was now banished forever to the realms of Rude and Selfish. Joy was an old friend, the only reason Eleanor put up with her these days. They had so little in common now, and yet they shared so much history their lives would always be intertwined. Eleanor could slip into a rhythm with Joy naturally enough, she’d had decades of practice, but she never truly opened up to her anymore. In the right mood, Joy could be witty and open to a bit of mischief, but ultimately Eleanor didn’t trust her.


      Maybe it was because Joy had always disapproved of Umberto. Long before Eleanor’s epiphany in the Museum, Joy had complained about his blunt manner and ridiculed the way he gesticulated when he spoke. She insisted he must have been somehow deficient for driving away a wife and recklessly proud for presuming he could raise a daughter on his own. Nevertheless, she’d invited him to her dinner parties to please Stanley, his fellow Rotarian, and, Eleanor suspected, as a kind of perverse entertainment for herself. Trapping him behind a dish of something pale and quivering, Joy would quiz him with poorly feigned concern: how on earth was he coping on his own with Mira? Did she miss her mother terribly? Was she running wild yet? Although this line of questioning always made Eleanor squirm, it gave her the opportunity to see how well Umberto deflected these assaults. He gave short replies, punctuated with mirthless little smiles, and always met Joy’s gaze so unflinchingly that eventually she would withdraw, insisting, as a parting shot, that he was very brave, before scuttling off to the kitchen for the chocolate mousse and Irish coffee. Eleanor remembered dreading these dinners, appalled by her friend’s behaviour and in awe, if a little afraid, of Umberto’s honesty. While they all struggled through the onslaught of fashionable Women’s Weekly inspired courses, Eleanor stole glances at Umberto to see how he was coping; mostly he succeeded in appearing unruffled, though sometimes his moustache would give him away with a small but irrepressible twitch of revulsion. Although of the belief that moustaches were generally off-putting, Eleanor had found Umberto’s expressive and rather dashing, even then.


      As Joy continued to harrumph away beside her in the car, Eleanor let her thoughts drift. She remembered their final day together, the last time she had seen Umberto. It had been weather like this, torrential. Again the residents of Serpentine Road had been cut off from town, isolated up in the hills. She’d managed to slip away early in the downpour despite the risk and by late morning had been sitting in Umberto’s bed sipping grappa, damp from rain and love-making and contemplating what would happen if she never returned home. It was a thrilling idea. She couldn’t go on with Gerard, it wasn’t fair to him. But the thought of leaving terrified her. What if she simply stayed here among the rumpled sheets, riding out the storm until the dawn of a new life?


      Umberto had been troubled that morning. He’d been worried about Novi. Mira had told him the doctor was concerned about Novi’s lack of growth and had booked him in for tests. ‘It’s my fault,’ Umberto had muttered, staring at the ceiling. Eleanor propped herself up on her elbow and was startled to see tears in his eyes. ‘Darling!’ she said, ‘it’s okay.’


      ‘No it isn’t!’ he insisted, and Eleanor had felt a little frightened of his anger. ‘Something is wrong. Every time I see him near the river I feel sick in the guts!’


      She didn’t understand. There was more, but Umberto was having difficulty explaining. She made them coffee and took it back to bed. For a while they listened without speaking to the rain pelting the windows. Eventually he told her what he’d done, years ago, for Gerard.


      In astonished silence, Eleanor let the news wash over her. She struggled to make sense of it, what it meant, how profoundly it altered things. When she looked back to Umberto she saw his face was full of shame. Tears were rolling down his cheeks. She tried to soothe him. ‘It’s not your fault. You put a stop to it.’ And she held him until he was calm.


      But she didn’t stay. There was a lot to absorb and she needed time on her own to fully comprehend it. Driving home, her head was swimming. She was in shock. The Jag’s windscreen wipers began to scrape and squeak — the rain had stopped briefly and she hadn’t even noticed. Absently, she switched them off. She didn’t blame Umberto. Not once had she experienced the sort of financial pressure he’d suffered his entire life. And she loved him. Forgiveness came easily.


      But she couldn’t forgive Gerard. Right under her nose he had put Sinclair’s reputation on the line, her family name, and for what? Pocket money. She was outraged. Her anger grew until it was a vast and shapeless mass squeezing her inside and out. She intended to confront him, she just wasn’t sure how. Thinking of the best way would take some time.


      When she didn’t hear from Umberto for a couple of days she assumed he was giving her space. Then they pulled his body out of the river and the shock of his death superseded everything. For a long time, Eleanor found herself at the bottom of an abyss where nothing mattered anymore. Umberto was dead. If she’d stayed with him that day, he might still be alive.


      She withdrew. She chose to remain silent, surviving by patching her old married life over her sorrow. But this decision had its consequences. Her relationship with Gerard became a superficial thing, like her friendship with Joy, functioning merely out of habit. She knew Gerard felt it, was hurt by it, but she didn’t care. A light had gone out inside her. She was changed irreparably. And she had only herself to blame for it.


      


      Joy Kelley stepped lightly down the corridor towards the Lepidos’ bathroom, sensing treasure nearby. It was simply a matter of knowing where to dig.


      The afternoon had been an ordeal and it was a relief to know it would soon be over. She had just given Eleanor the let’s go look and excused herself to freshen up. She’d need to make this quick, then. There wasn’t much time.


      The fact that she was never caught made Joy the very best kind of snoop. Stanley was convinced she had a sixth sense — how else could she know so many private details about other people’s lives, people she barely knew? She encouraged this idea because she liked the mystique it evoked; also, it was helpful in masking the truth — her snooping was as practised as it was compulsive and that’s why she was so well informed. Over the years she’d refined the craft, careful not to take any unnecessary risks. She knew it took a minimum of eight seconds, for example, for her husband to put down the telephone receiver and exit his study, so he’d never discovered her ear pressed against the door. She’d learned to commit to memory the exact arrangement of a drawer, a pile of papers, the folds of a letter. She had trained herself to replace even the smallest of items accurately, heart pounding, ears roaring in the concentrated silence.


      It had been Eleanor’s idea to pop over and congratulate Mira on Novi’s exhibition and to see how they were getting on since the flood had cut them all off. Initially Joy had recoiled at the thought — that rundown, mould-infested old shack was the last place she felt like visiting in this weather! But she had to admit she was a little curious to see the Lepidos’ home. She could only imagine the state of the house. It would be fun to have a peek. And so, as a dedicated Rotary Ann, she’d agreed to accompany Eleanor in her show of support.


      She navigated the dim passage to the bathroom more to sneak one final look at the place than for any need of the facilities. Poking her head into each of the cluttered rooms along the way, she observed their messy contents, the racks of drying laundry, and shook her head. It was all so shabby and out of date. The lounge suite looked as though it had been picked up at the tip, with its outmoded heavy frame, faded velvet covering and sagging upholstery. Scattered over the old floorboards was a collection of rugs so threadbare they were sure to fall apart if they caught so much as a glimpse of a washing machine; they needed tossing out, along with everything else.


      Although Joy could excuse the general scruffiness of the place — it was sad, but probably inevitable when one’s husband’s income was so unreliable — she simply couldn’t understand Mira’s lack of taste. The jumble of furniture was so mismatched and most of it looked as though it had been cobbled together from off-cuts. And the choice of fabrics was equally random! Mira had mixed florals with velvet, and oriental silk cushions with Indian curtains and Moroccan-style rugs — everyone knew you had to pick one theme and stick to it. Florals belonged with florals. Pastels were soothing and the most sensible colour scheme for an interior.


      Sensible was too much to expect from Mira Lepido, it seemed. Why Eleanor had such a soft spot for her Joy could never understand. The woman was constantly making a drama out of things — it was that Italian strain and Bert had been just the same. Italians simply couldn’t be trusted, carrying on in their tempestuous way and forever drawing attention to themselves. She had to feel sorry for Mira, though, what with her mother running off when she was so young, and Bert without the first idea of how to raise a girl. He’d spoiled her, of course, indulging her silly moods. When she married George Lepido at such a young age the tragedy was complete — a hothead married to a no-hoper. No wonder their son was so strange, the poor boy never stood a chance!


      Joy smoothed her hair. The whole place needed a good spruce up. Her own mother had been sloppy with housework, too, and never cared what went with what. As a girl, Joy had worked hard to keep the house tidy and she’d felt ashamed that her mother didn’t take more pride in their home. As Joy grew older she’d resented her mother more and more for making her take on that sort of responsibility so young. It made it difficult for her to relax at times, especially if things weren’t properly hygienic … like this place! How could one keep anything clean with pot-plants trailing around trapping dust and every second cushion belonging to the cat?


      The afternoon tea, however, had been surprisingly good: a spread of moist lemon cake, crisp almond biscuits (of course, Mira insisted on calling them biscotti, as though biscuit was too plain a word), some fig tarts and nice strong coffee. Joy wasn’t afraid of giving credit where it was due and Mira was a decent cook. No wonder she had such a full figure if she was in the habit of baking every day. Joy generally tried to stay away from sweets and had a trim little body to show for it. It wasn’t easy staying slim at her age, it took self-discipline; nevertheless she had accepted a slice of cake out of politeness and agreed to take a plastic container of the biscuits (biscotti, rather!) home. It would mean no dinner tonight, or just a light salad to make up for it.


      She found the toilet, flushed without using it and gave her hands a thorough wash. Glancing in the bathroom mirror she was dismayed to see her face looked tired and gaunt. That grey! It made her look so old. She hated missing her salon appointments. But it had been rather tiring, trying to act positive all afternoon. Eleanor had been silly enough to ask to see Novi’s pictures so of course Mira had dragged them both down to the shed for the full show. For goodness sake, the fuss everyone was making over that boy! He was prolific, certainly, thanks to all that Rotary money (what on earth had Gerard been thinking?), but really, his pictures were either childish scenes full of gaudy colour or strange dark pieces that made no sense at all — nothing you would actually want hanging on your wall. Being an oil painter herself, she had an eye for these things and she could tell right away that his work lacked proper composition and tone. Plus his perspective was all off; you couldn’t make head nor tail of most of it. That his work was hanging at Riverside — a professional gallery — was absurd. It only demonstrated how out of touch Liz was and it went a long way to explaining why she’d never accepted any of Joy’s paintings, with their respect for classical training.


      It was all just a novelty. Novi’s art was only getting attention because he was a child.


      An inspection of the bathroom cabinet revealed no medications of interest, just an array of vitamins and lotions. Joy checked her watch; it was time to be getting back. She was about to return the way she’d come, but an impulse made her turn left instead. Mira’s bedroom would be worth a look. She’d just pop her head in quickly.


      She found it at the end of the corridor and stepped inside, her heart thumping a little at her own nerve. The bedroom was as untidy as the rest of the house and all the deep red gave it a lurid sort of ambience that reminded Joy of some theatrical setting she couldn’t put her finger on. Silently, she tiptoed past a faded armchair draped in a shawl and made her way around a stack of books, narrowly avoiding treading on a half-empty teacup. With a quick exhalation of breath, she took a moment to steady herself. Proceeding more slowly this time, she stepped over a pile of discarded knickers and jeans towards the four-poster bed hung with a ragged mosquito net. Covered with scarlet damask and scattered with cushions, the bed was positioned directly in front of the room’s large window, protected by nothing more than a flimsy set of gauze curtains threaded with gold. If anyone happened to walk down the side of the house they could easily look right in. Mira and George obviously didn’t give two hoots about privacy.


      Careful not to make a sound on the floorboards, Joy inched over to the low timber bookshelf, where some little bottles of oil (rosewood, ylang ylang) nestled among the paperbacks and some fat candles had been allowed to drip wax straight onto the varnish. Her eyebrows shot up when she scanned the titles: Your Erroneous Zones, Worlds in Collision, The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying — decidedly cultish material. The bottom shelf was stuffed with tomes on navigation, South-East Asia and the South Pacific and a pile of faded old boat manuals. She shook her head. The whole lot would turn to dust before construction of that eyesore in the yard was ever completed. Her eye was drawn to a small print mounted high on the wall beside the bed. Taking a step towards it she saw it was an oriental picture, drawn simply and painted in neat, muted colours. It was an indoor scene with a Japanese man … Joy inhaled sharply — a Japanese man with a huge erection! He was kneeling beside a woman who didn’t seem at all perturbed that her kimono was sliding off. Joy peered closer, shocked. It was nothing short of pornography, and yet the picture appeared so innocent from a distance! She frowned, unable to take her eyes off it. Soon her cheeks were hot and she could feel a warm pulsing between her legs. Embarrassed, she forced herself to turn away.


      She knew what this room reminded her of: a bordello.


      She glanced at her watch. In a minute the others would start to wonder what had happened to her and the last thing she wanted was to be caught in Mira’s bedroom, staring at pornography. The humiliation would be unbearable.


      She darted over to the chest of drawers and lifted the tops of a few trinket boxes but found only cheap jewellery, lip balm and hair-bands sprouting black frizz. Her hands felt quickly beneath the tangle of underwear in the top drawer but nothing of interest was stashed there. Scowling in frustration, she closed the drawer carefully and turned to take one last look at the room. And that was when she saw Mira.


      Joy’s heart almost stopped. It was just a painting, but still it gave her a shock. She’d missed it on her way in because it was right beside the door.


      In the portrait, Mira stood at a sideboard with a cat perched next to her at eye level. She was standing with her head turned in profile, one hand on her hip, the other raised to touch the cat’s ears. Her hair was gathered loosely at the back in a floral scarf and she was wearing a few long strands of beads and a shawl draped over one shoulder. And that was all.


      Very slowly, Joy walked towards the painting. Mira was so shamelessly relaxed with her nudity! One full hip was cocked slightly to the side and her plump breasts hung carelessly among the beads, one slightly bigger than the other. There was a shadow of dark hair in the armpit of the raised arm and down below a small triangle was partly obscured by the shawl. For a long time Joy could do nothing but stare at her; the wanton pose, the playful smile on her lips. Then her astonishment subsided enough for thoughts to start trickling in.


      Novi had painted that portrait. Although it was different from his usual muddled style, it was definitely his — Joy had seen enough of his wretched pictures in the past two hours to recognise his work. This painting had the same brash colours, the same childish lines around the faces of the woman and the cat. And what it meant was that this picture, the one so carefully concealed in the Lepidos’ bedroom, the one Joy had stumbled across quite by accident, was not just any old picture but proof that Novi Lepido was troubled. His mother was violating his talent — this was child abuse, not art! As Joy saw it, the only responsible action to take for the sake of the boy’s innocence was to stop him painting at once.


      She had struck gold. And in cases like this the outrage of discovery was so dazzling it could shine right through the shadow of guilt. Every now and then a find came along that allowed her to be filled to the brim with white-hot indignation, a sense of offence so deep that it successfully swept all shame aside. And this feeling was much stronger than if she’d made the discovery legitimately; her behaviour might be considered bad but what she had unearthed was far worse and her loathing for it fierce because she had to justify her own antisocial actions. At these moments Joy was at the height of her power, a deadly comet building momentum, gathering heat, tearing through the threshold of culpability to burst out, sparks flying, into the blissful firmament of condemnation.


      A nude portrait of Mira Lepido, painted by her eleven-year-old son!

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 20

    


    
      The visitor’s seat in Malcolm’s office was piled high with papers but it didn’t matter, Dom didn’t feel like sitting. He stood with his hands clasped on top of his head and avoided Camille’s eye. Instead he stared into the yellow leaves of the pot-plant in the corner of the room, wishing pathetically that he was a plant, in need of nothing but water and sunlight, expected only to inch upwards and live. Responsible for nobody.


      ‘Dom?’


      Malcolm’s voice was gentle. Dom couldn’t look at him. He couldn’t stand to see the new lines of worry on his face, knowing that he was the cause. Only Malcolm could look so shattered, fresh from a two-week break.


      ‘We just have to be patient and let this process run its course,’ the principal went on.


      Dom felt sick. He took a step towards the pot-plant, thinking he might vomit there and then. This process? Talk about a euphemism. Whatever the outcome, the damage was already done. Novi’s welfare had been publicly called into question and now the Lepidos would have to scramble to prove their innocence. Right or wrong, the accusations were laid and Dom couldn’t do a thing about it. There was no way he could protect Novi from the fallout.


      He squeezed his head harder and turned a slow circle. He felt utterly useless. He was a fucking useless teacher! And he had no idea how Novi was taking it; the river had peaked four days ago but the kids from Serpentine Road hadn’t made it back to school yet. Soon their isolation would be over, but Dom suspected Novi and his family would remain in exile long after the floodwaters had receded. He was disgusted to think of that low-grade busybody violating the Lepidos’ privacy. And he was furious with the way Rotary had been so quick to condemn, withdrawing the fellowship with absolutely no discussion, encouraging rumour and innuendo to rampage through town. But riding on top of all of it like some fetid brown foam was the fear Dom felt for himself, the fear of what he’d set in motion. His mind kept jumping back to that afternoon in the Lepidos’ shed when Novi had first opened up to him. He’d dismissed his concerns so flippantly, but in fact Novi had been right to be frightened. His instinct had been spot on. He’d been afraid of getting into trouble and now, with Dom’s help, trouble was exactly where he’d ended up.


      Even worse, Dom couldn’t decide how he felt about the portrait. In some ways it sounded like the perfect representation of Mira, just as Novi had managed to capture the essence of George in that admiral’s uniform. He hadn’t even seen it yet so he couldn’t really judge, but the idea of it embarrassed him. Like Mira embarrassed him sometimes, the way she was so full on. And those new pictures he’d seen the other day had been haunting him, the gruesome crows and the sad little mulberry babies with their malformed heads; he couldn’t get them out of his mind. Maybe Rotary was right to be concerned about Novi’s subject matter: dead fish, dead men and now dead babies. Let alone his naked mother … Was this really appropriate for a boy his age? Maybe Novi had been exposed to information that was too adult. What did it mean when a child produced pictures like this? Dom didn’t know, but he didn’t want to admit it just yet.


      He looked up. Malcolm and Camille were both watching him.


      ‘There’s nothing wrong with Novi,’ he insisted as firmly as he could. ‘Mira and George … they’re uninhibited, that’s all.’


      ‘It’s a storm in a teacup,’ Camille agreed, folding her arms. ‘There are fish kills all the time. His grandfather drowned. These things aren’t secret. Pyramus and Thisbe have been round since Roman times — it’s a story Novi’s heard.’


      ‘The portrait is concerning, Camille,’ Malcolm said.


      ‘There’s a similar Norman Lindsay print in the Lepidos’ sunroom!’ she cried in exasperation. ‘Novi probably used it for inspiration because it looks so much like Mira. For God’s sake, this is what artists do! There’s nothing shameful about the human form. Nudes are fundamental to life drawing. Should we ban all Norman Lindsay pictures now? Burn some Botticelli while we’re at it?’


      Malcolm raised his hands. ‘Look, I’m not saying your involvement with Novi has to stop—’


      ‘Good! Because it won’t. You can’t tell me what to do in my spare time. Nobody can.’


      Malcolm sighed. ‘I know that.’


      ‘And right now that family needs all the support they can get, don’t you think?’


      ‘True, but this is about Novi’s wellbeing. Novi, first and foremost. Rotary’s decision aside, this is a sensitive area and the school has a duty of care. So do you, Camille. Until the allegations have been investigated and Novi is assessed, it would be inappropriate for anyone associated with the school to encourage him in any activities outside normal classes.’


      Camille bit her lip. She nodded almost imperceptibly, acknowledging Malcolm’s point. Continuing the classes now could jeopardise Novi’s future at Morus Primary, and make a bad situation even worse.


      Malcolm rubbed his forehead with his fingers, momentarily ironing the crinkled surface flat. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’m sure you’re right. If so, everything will be fine. I’ll speak with the Department today and book Yvonne straightaway. We’ll try to get his assessment done as quickly as possible. We’ll also need to get hold of the parents and explain what’s going to happen.’


      ‘I’ll do it,’ Dom muttered. He dreaded the task but he knew the news should come from him. ‘I’ll go and see them this afternoon. The road should be open by then.’


      Malcolm nodded. ‘All right, whatever you think is best.’


      That was the problem. Dom had no idea what was best. Outside, Dom and Camille crossed the busy quadrangle, half blinded by the glare. The departing rain had bleached the sky to neon white and the effect was eye-watering. Dom was quiet, wondering how he was going to explain all this to Novi. He was afraid of how Mira would take it, too.


      ‘There’s something more to this,’ she said with a scowl. ‘It stinks. Well, he has the support of the art community, at least. Liz wants to get the portrait up in the gallery with his next round of work, so that’ll stick it to them! How can they label a painting perverted when they haven’t even seen it? It says more about their own sense of shame than anything to do with Novi. I’ll speak to Liz again, see if I can get in touch with some of her artists and find someone to take Novi on. It’s time he started learning from a professional, anyway.’


      Dom bent to grab an empty chip packet and tossed it into the bin. Nervously, he ventured, ‘You don’t think it might be a good idea to let him cool his boots for a bit?’


      Camille stopped walking. She put a hand up to her eyes and peered at him. ‘What do you mean?’


      Dom cleared his throat. ‘Well, you don’t think some of his recent pictures are kind of … dark? You don’t find all those crows a bit odd?’


      She frowned. ‘They’re koels, not crows. There are koels all over Morus. It’s not odd at all.’


      Dom hadn’t known that. He felt stupid for not asking Novi about the birds himself. He tried again. ‘What about the dead babies? You don’t find that disturbing?’


      Camille shrugged. ‘It’s confronting. Do you think miscarriage is something artists shouldn’t explore? Something Mira should keep hidden from Novi? Something kids should never hear about?’


      ‘Well, no, but …’


      ‘Too edgy for you, is it, Dom, women’s business?’


      ‘No, I just …’


      ‘What about death? You were happy enough to see pictures of his dead grandfather. You loved that one of Pyramus bleeding his guts out.’


      Dom ran a hand over his freshly clippered hair. ‘Look, don’t get angry. I … I just don’t know. I mean, he’s eleven! I can’t help wondering if he’s really mature enough to be dealing with stuff like this.’


      She studied him coldly. ‘Are you?’


      Dom looked away. The bell rang. Lunch was over and children scampered in all directions. They walked on. When they reached the library he turned to her.


      ‘We should have been more careful about the exhibition pieces.’


      ‘There’s nothing wrong with those pictures. Or any of Novi’s work.’


      His uncertainty obviously annoyed her, but Dom felt that her refusal to acknowledge the murkiness of the situation was unreasonable, too.


      The playground had emptied. Silence filled the space between them like a solid mass.


      Eventually Camille spoke, as if to a stranger. ‘I’m doing a shift at the library in town this afternoon. Do you need my car to get to Novi’s?’


      ‘Yes, thanks.’


      ‘You can drop it back to me when you’re done.’


      ‘Thanks. Camille —’


      But she was gone.


      


      Dom drove the hatchback out of the school car park. It was strewn with an assortment of items that Camille deemed essential, yet were never used or removed from the car. The back floor was home to no fewer than three pairs of shoes: a spare pair of joggers, some sandals and a dressy set of high heels he’d never seen her wear. On the back seat she kept an umbrella and a green cardigan. In the compartment between the seats were tubes of handcream, suncream, deodorant and a squashed box of tissues. On the passenger seat there was a garbage bag stuffed with clothes for the charity bin; Dom had been shunting it from seat to floor and back again ever since he’d become a passenger in Camille’s car — almost three months now. He decided to drive past the church and get rid of the damned thing. Afterwards he felt irritated that a task so easily dealt with had been delayed so long. A tendency to procrastinate was one of Camille’s attributes he didn’t admire. Haughtiness was another. And bossiness.


      He switched on the radio for an update on the roads and swung by Camelot to pick up Mira’s basket of laundry. Then he drove around for a bit, checking out the impact of the flood and delaying the inevitable. By all reports they hadn’t copped it as badly as in 1990, when all of High Street had gone under. Still, the town had been given a drenching. Fifi’s Coffee Shoppe and a few other places had been damaged and were in the process of mopping up. Downtown, a pair of lost white geese roosted in the flowerbed on the council chamber’s roundabout, staring apprehensively at passers-by, and several families of wood ducks were busy roaming the verges. But only the lowest lying parts of town were still under water: the caravan park, parts of East Morus and the Roper Centre car park. He drove to the football field to find a raucous party of seagulls had taken up residence; the usual band of ibis seemed to be suffering the imposition gloomily. It had been two days since the rain had stopped. There were still showers at night but they didn’t wake anyone. The worst was over.


      He dropped in at the mechanic’s for an update on the list of second-hand cars for sale. There was the Corolla, sitting stoically at the back of the lot in a jungle of tall grass. Dom felt so dispirited seeing his old car destined for the scrap heap that he couldn’t take much interest in the selection of souped-up Commodores the mechanic had to show him. Soon he’d have to fork out for a replacement. He couldn’t keep borrowing the hatchback and the Falcon; he’d been relying on others for too long. It was time to get some independence back.


      


      As predicted, the bridge at Serpentine Road was passable. He crossed the fast-flowing river, marvelling at how much it had dropped in just six hours. Slowly he followed the road up into the hills. The bitumen had erupted into cavernous new potholes and branches and matted grass covered the surface, dumped there by the run-off. Everything was a mess. As he wound his way further up the hill Dom’s heart started hammering. By the time he turned into the Lepidos’ driveway there was a lump in his stomach, heavy as lead. Wildly, he hoped they might be out and that he wouldn’t have to face them, but as he pulled up he saw the ute on the lawn and the clothesline weighed down with wet washing. Before he’d even parked the car, Mira came onto the veranda to greet him. There was no getting away.


      ‘Hey!’ he called. The cheerfulness in his voice rang false. ‘How did you get on?’


      ‘Well, we didn’t starve,’ she replied, leaning over the railing.


      He opened the boot and grabbed her basket of dry towels. The lawn was up to his knees. He walked towards her, his legs trembling. ‘Was there much damage?’


      ‘Not too bad. The bottom plots are ruined but the silt’s good fertiliser. I can replant. We lost power for a couple of days.’


      The sound of an electric sander tore through the yard. Dom glanced towards the boat, keen for any diversion.


      ‘It’s all go,’ Mira said. ‘George has been itching to get back to the boat now the fittings are done. He’s been at it non-stop since the rain let up.’


      Dom walked up the steps and paused at the top. Up close, he could see Mira’s face was puffy and there were dark smudges beneath her eyes. He wanted to hug her but hesitated, sensing a reserve in her. Glad to have the basket in his arms, he passed it over and she thanked him. Any other time she would have kissed him on the cheek.


      ‘How are you?’ he asked.


      She set down the washing. ‘Pissed off. Humiliated. Pissed off that they’ve made me feel so humiliated.’


      He leaned against the railing. ‘Rotary called you, then?’


      ‘We got a phone call from Gerard. They’ve stripped Novi of his grant — it went to a vote. Gerard’s hands were tied, he said. He sounded sorry.’ She tossed her ponytail. ‘Wanker!’


      Dom imagined how quickly that motion would have passed. Morus Rotary Club wouldn’t be taking a risk on an artist again in a hurry, no matter how well connected. ‘I’m sorry, Mira. God, I can’t believe Joy Kelley. Where does she get off?’


      She shook her head. ‘Oh, that doesn’t surprise me. Joy’s a pathological gossip, always has been. What upsets me is her saying we had the portrait hidden away. It’s not hidden! I’m proud of that painting!’


      Dom nodded uneasily. ‘How’s Novi taking it?’


      ‘He’s all right, I think. In the shed as usual. Actually, it doesn’t seem to have slowed him down at all. The money from the exhibition should keep him in supplies for a while, so I suppose it’s not the end of the world.’ This thought cheered her and she smiled. ‘He’s looking forward to getting back to school and seeing Camille again. He’s got a stack of sculptures for the kiln!’


      Dom swallowed. He straightened up. ‘She’s looking forward to seeing him, too. But listen, Mira, in these cases the Department has to send a counsellor to talk to Novi, first. It’s procedure, when accusations like this are made.’


      Mira’s cheeks turned bright red.


      Dom ploughed on. ‘And the school says Novi should take a break from the art program until after his … assessment.’


      She frowned. ‘The school says?’


      He nodded, glancing away. ‘It’s just procedure. You can be there with him during the session, of course. And we can pick up again once this is all over.’


      The power tool screamed. Mira shot a dark look across the garden. Then she faced Dom squarely and folded her arms. ‘And what do you say?’


      He squirmed. ‘I don’t know, Mira. I’m sorry. I haven’t had any experience in this.’


      ‘What do you mean — this?’ she demanded. ‘Experience in child abuse? Is that what you mean?’


      ‘Of course not!’


      Her breath was coming fast now. Short wisps of hair stood out around her face as if electrified. ‘Do you want to see the portrait, see how disgusting it is?’


      He didn’t. He was too scared. ‘I’m sure it’s fine.’


      She glared at him. ‘You think I’m a bad mother.’


      ‘No, I don’t!’ He felt flayed. This was beyond his abilities. Mira knew, she could see it plain as day. He was nothing but a giant fraud.


      Suddenly Dom felt exhausted. Keeping up a facade of competence all these months had been more arduous than he’d realised. He wilted against the railing. His body felt as shattered as it had the day he’d ridden his bike up here, his heart as strained. He hadn’t thrown up in the garden bed this time but from the look of revulsion on Mira’s face he might as well have. At least the truth was out there now and he could surrender. There was a sense of relief in letting go at last.


      ‘It’s not the portrait so much, Mira,’ he said weakly. ‘It’s the other stuff Novi’s been painting. I admit I’ve felt a bit worried, about Novi and what’s on his mind. I mean — what did you think when you saw the babies?’


      Her face went blank. ‘Which babies?’


      Dom paused. He proceeded with caution. ‘The picture he drew of you and the … babies. Your babies, the ones you lost?’


      He watched the colour drain from her face.


      ‘He hasn’t shown you?’


      She shook her head.


      ‘Maybe he thought you wouldn’t want to see?’


      ‘Of course I want to see!’


      Dom shrugged helplessly. ‘Novi worries about these things, Mira. He worries about getting into trouble and he hides pictures when he thinks people won’t approve.’


      She looked away. Her eyes welled up with tears. ‘My little boy,’ she said. ‘He drew a picture of his brothers and he didn’t show me?’


      Dom said nothing.


      ‘But we don’t keep secrets in our family!’ she insisted. ‘We share everything!’


      After a minute, Dom said gently, ‘Look, Mira, maybe a break wouldn’t be such a bad thing for him.’


      She flung her arms out in anguish. ‘And how do we enforce it? You know what he’s like! It would be like telling him to stop breathing.’


      Dom tried to be positive. ‘Maybe put his materials away for a little while. Encourage his other hobbies.’


      ‘He doesn’t have any other hobbies, you know that!’


      ‘Well, maybe he should! I don’t know.’ He sighed, ‘I’m really sorry, Mira.’


      ‘Sorry for what?’ she responded scornfully. ‘Having to be messenger boy or not trusting your own judgement?’


      He hung his head. He deserved all of it. After a while he said, ‘I’ll go and talk to Novi.’


      ‘No,’ she said coldly. ‘I’ll do it. He thinks the world of you.’


      Dom slumped. ‘Okay. I’ll see him tomorrow, then.’


      He waited for a few seconds, hoping for a conciliatory hug or a fig tart or even a request that he take away more laundry for drying. Nothing. Miserably he turned and trudged back down the stairs. He crossed the lawn and gave her one last wave before getting into the car.


      From the veranda she watched him turn the hatchback. As he drove towards the gate he glanced at her figure in the rear-view mirror. Her arms were crossed tightly. She made no gesture of farewell.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 21

    


    
      My parents have said I should take a rest from art but I know what they really mean. They want me to stop. I’m in trouble but they won’t admit it, not even to themselves.


      To break the news they sat me down for afternoon tea. My mother had baked a pile of little cakes and iced biscuits but her smile was tight and nobody could eat anything, least of all me. They are trying to pretend it’s no big deal, but it is. They think I’m disturbed. Their worry is like a terrible smell wafting around the house, giving us all the jitters.


      Losing the fellowship wasn’t that much of a surprise. Right from the start I had a feeling it was too good to be true. They were always going to change their minds about me once they realised what sort of pictures I did. They said it was because of Mum’s portrait, but that can’t be right because galleries are full of nudes. The Gallery in Sydney had heaps of sculptures and paintings of men and women completely naked and everyone was allowed to look at them, even kids my age, even little babies in their prams. Caz’s nude prints at Riverside were sold out. So it can’t be that.


      It’s because of my grandfather. Something about my picture of Nonno scared MrRoper and now he wishes he hadn’t given me all that money and encouraged me to have an exhibition. I’ve been thinking a lot about MrRoper lately. I’ve been thinking how it was a shame he never got to see the rest of my murder pictures, so today I made some copies at the library. I plan to put them in a big envelope and post them to him at Sinclair’s. I wonder what he’ll do when he gets them. Maybe he’ll offer to buy them all?


      To encourage me to rest, my parents have packed all my colours and clay and paper and canvases away in the cupboard. They even locked the door. They said it was time to concentrate on other things for a while. My mother is trying to be positive about it. She pulled out my microscope and set it up again, along with the boxes of stones and feathers and insects I shoved under my bed months ago. But my collections seem stale now, just empty shells and dead stuff. Compared with the cicadas alive inside me, a bunch of old rocks and sticks seems uninspiring.


      At school, MrBest is acting weird. He’s trying to be all friendly and reassuring, saying things like Hang in there, mate! But I can tell he’s been spooked. He doesn’t like the art I’ve been doing. The picture of my brothers upset him. I don’t get it. MrBest was the one who told me not to be afraid of what I put into pictures. He was the one who said it was healthy to explore my feelings through art.


      I only see MissMorrison during school-time now. She told me not to worry about the fellowship, most people are too narrow-minded to appreciate challenging art. ‘The life of an artist is not always a comfortable one, Novi,’ she warned me. ‘You have to be prepared to feel lonely sometimes. But the most important thing is to be brave and stay true to yourself.’


      I miss our lessons.


      The most exciting thing in my life now is that Liz at Riverside wants more of my work. She even wants to show my portraits of Mum and Dad, although I won’t be selling those. I have some ideas for new exhibition pieces, bigger this time, more sculptural. It’s frustrating, not being able to get at my materials.


      You can make art out of anything, though, there are no rules — that’s what MissMorrison taught me. And so at dinner time I find myself creating little landscapes of baked potato boulders and broccoli trees with their roots in rivers of gravy. In the bath I discovered how easy soap is to carve, soft but firm. I turned all the bars into birds, although I am not happy with the colours; yellow and lilac are completely wrong. Tonight, while I was washing up, I gave the detergent bottle an extra squeeze and got a huge amount of suds. For ages I played around making a map and got a bit carried away. When my mother came in to ask what was taking me so long her eyes went all wide when she saw the hills and valleys of soapsuds stretching from the sink to the stove and onto the table. She stood with her mouth open, not knowing whether to be angry or impressed. Anger won out. She ordered me to wipe it all up and then sent me to bed without me even brushing my teeth. It was probably just as well — this morning I used up all the toothpaste gluing together a model of Morus Bridge made out of miniature bread sticks. She probably won’t be happy when she finds out.


      So here I am lying in the dark, my hands stinking of washing-up gloves. I feel flung out into the current again, like a speck swallowed by a blue whale and then spat out. But I’m getting used to it.


      I can hear my mother storming around the house and arguing with my father. Dad is on my side. He understands I can’t help it, I have the bug, just like him. My mother is upset. She says she feels as though they’re torturing me. This town is poisonous, she cries. We should just move! We’ll never be accepted! She says she can’t stand that someone like Joy Kelley has made her doubt herself. Things go quiet. I hear Dad murmuring, comforting her. There is a honking sound — my mother blowing her nose. They agree to hang in there until they talk to an expert.


      I’m on my own now.


      


      Her father was over the worst of his cold, but there was a rattle in his chest that Camille didn’t like. He looked thinner than usual, too. Out in the courtyard he sat with a cup of tea and watched her weed the pot-plants.


      ‘What’s got you all riled up?’


      She scowled. ‘This place. All the small-minded, puritanical fear-mongers who live here.’


      He took a bite of his biscuit. ‘Oh well, you can always move back to Sydney.’


      ‘No, I can’t!’ She dug hard into the wet soil and stopped herself from saying more.


      He laid his biscuit on the saucer. She felt him looking at her, full of concern. ‘Don’t stay if you’re not happy, love. Don’t feel like you have to be here on my account.’


      She wheeled around to face him. ‘Why not? What other account is there? You’re all I’ve got, Dad. Tragic as that is.’ The crumbs on his lips and the look of his hunched shoulders made her turn away. She reefed grass out of the cracks in the pavers.


      After a while he said quietly, ‘It’s times like this I miss your mother.’


      ‘Only times like this?’ she snapped.


      He ignored her tone. ‘She was always better at matters of the heart.’


      Camille stopped weeding. She crouched on the damp bricks, her anger vanished. Suddenly she thought she might cry. She was just so disappointed with Dom. She knew he’d tried to reach out, to talk to her about his confusion, but it was his confusion that she found so repellent. It made her feel old and tired. She wanted him to have more courage. He should know what was right! The task of having to explain it felt too enormous. She wiped her eyes and shook her head. It had to end sometime, she thought with a sigh. He was too young for her anyway.


      She picked up a handful of weeds and dumped them into the bin. ‘I’m no good at relationships, Dad. I’m better at just being on my own.’


      Her father nodded sadly. With bony fingers he popped the rest of the biscuit into his mouth and reached for another.


      


      Dom rode home the long way. He sat erect and pedalled mechanically, in no rush. There was nothing at the flat to look forward to. Not his own company, that was for sure.


      The days were dry but bloated. Everywhere moisture continued its slow evaporation. The sun still shone with powerful intensity through the opaque white membrane of the sky. Dom squinted in the glare. He often had a headache by nightfall, but it felt good to exercise. There was comfort in exhaustion and the throbbing in his head helped wipe out his thoughts.


      He could tell Camille was avoiding him. At school she kept to the library. In the afternoons she had to visit her father and then she had work to do in the garden. At night, when he phoned, she was tired from all that gardening.


      Clearly, he’d let her down. He wasn’t the man she’d thought he was, whatever that might be. It was hard to know because she’d barley spoken to him for days. She had no patience for the doubt he was grappling with, she couldn’t understand it, just as he couldn’t understand how she could be so certain about the whole Novi thing. At first he’d felt ashamed, then indignant. It was unfair of her to punish him for having a different opinion. If only she’d talk to him.


      He wished Novi’s assessment was over and done with, too. Till then he was in limbo. Once the results were in he’d know what to think. Then at least he’d have something firm to discuss with Camille.


      The evenings were getting cooler. He sat alone on the veranda and listened to the night air prickling with activity. The rushing river sounded cheerful now, no longer a destructive force. He could hear the miniature industry of insects rebuilding their washed-out lives, and underneath it the slow sigh of groundwater soaking into soil. In the aftermath of the flood, a strange quiet had come over the town. Even his neighbours were subdued.


      All alone, Dom couldn’t prevent paranoia creeping in; he wondered if the widows had heard what had happened and were disapproving. Perhaps, in a gesture of female solidarity, they were avoiding him, too? He hadn’t seen much of Mavis lately. She was lying low. ‘Preparing for my winter hibernation,’ she’d explained when he last knocked on her door, but her tone had been evasive and Dom had withdrawn to the solitude of his own flat with a sense that she was holding something back. Since then he’d barely heard a peep out of her.


      On Thursday afternoon Camille came around to see him at last. When he saw her blushing in the doorway he was filled with relief; the week had felt so empty without her. She smiled briefly and the sight brought him such a dazzling rush of pleasure that he couldn’t help grinning back.


      ‘I’ve come to pick up my things,’ she said.


      He refused to acknowledge what this meant. ‘Cup of tea?’ he offered.


      She hesitated. ‘Okay.’


      Inside, she went first to the bedroom and quickly collected items of clothing and toiletries before returning to the living area. She stopped for a minute by the dining table and then sat down stiffly on one of the chairs, her bag on her lap. Her eyes took in the piles of old newspapers, junk mail and pizza boxes covering the table. Dom swooped on the boxes and took them into the kitchen. There was a smell coming from the bin; it was almost overflowing. He hadn’t realised what a mess the place had become.


      Camille remained at the table, her eyes downcast. She didn’t speak. Dom couldn’t think of anything to say either. The silence became excruciating. He busied himself rinsing dirty mugs. When he opened the fridge his heart fell. He poked his head around the door with a rueful smile. ‘I’m out of milk.’


      ‘Don’t worry about it. I have to get home anyway.’


      She stood up, hoisting her bag to her shoulder. Dom rushed forward and caught her hand. ‘Camille, please stay.’


      Gently she drew away. She wouldn’t look at him; instead she focused on the lino at his feet. They could both see it was filthy.


      ‘Let’s talk,’ he pleaded.


      When she finally glanced up her expression was cool, but she sat down again. He shoved the mounds of rubbish against the wall and took the chair across from hers, struggling to find a way across the divide.


      ‘Look, we’re not going to agree on everything,’ he said at last. ‘We’ll have our differences. But I thought we were stronger than that.’


      She raised her eyes. ‘We?’


      ‘This. Us.’


      She shook her head and gave him a sad smile. ‘You’re twenty-four, Dom.’


      ‘So?’


      She sighed gently. ‘I mean, really … where’s this going?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ he answered truthfully.


      ‘It won’t work. I just don’t have time to muck around.’


      Dom didn’t know what to say. It hadn’t felt like mucking around to him. He gazed miserably towards the balcony. Then he remembered.


      ‘Novi’s assessment is tomorrow.’ He looked at her anxiously but her expression remained closed. ‘You’re really not worried, not even a little bit?’


      ‘I worry about him socially,’ she said with a frown, ‘because he’s copping it at school. I guess it’s gross for kids to think of mothers as having any kind of sensuality … but as an artist he seems more confident than ever, experimenting with different styles. He’s hitting his stride. If he can survive growing up in this place he’ll be a major talent.’


      ‘But his art, Camille. It’s kind of morbid.’


      ‘Sometimes. His family has been through a tough time, though. He’s drawing from the world around him and let’s face it, Dom — life can be horrible! I mean, have you met Joy Kelley? God! If you’re going to worry about anyone, worry about her.’


      He let out a puff of air. At least there was one thing they agreed on.


      ‘Look,’ she said, leaning across the table in a last-ditch effort to make him understand. ‘It’s not right or wrong, it’s art. Everyone’s projecting their own crap onto Novi’s work — their own black thoughts and bad experiences and hidden agendas. Something weird is going on, Dom. Can’t you see that? This is a small town.’


      He ran his hand over his chin.


      ‘How can you be afraid of Novi?’ she cried in exasperation.


      ‘I’m not afraid of him! I just don’t understand what he’s doing.’


      She slapped the table. ‘Well, there you have it! You fear what you don’t understand, that’s natural. But come on, Dom. You’re smarter than that! You know Mira and George. You’ve been to their house — they’re good people. And straightaway you spotted Novi was special. Right from the start you believed in him.’


      Dom flicked at a bit of paper. She was right.


      ‘You were so passionate, so full of enthusiasm. But now that someone has questioned your beliefs, you’ve crumbled instantly!’


      He was in agony. ‘Camille, I’m inexperienced! I don’t understand these things like you do.’


      She wilted. After a deep breath she stood up. She walked over to him, reached out her hand and placed it on his chest. Dom looked up at her.


      ‘You are experienced,’ she insisted. ‘Open your eyes! You felt it. You feel it.’ She pressed her hand to his heart. ‘The question is why don’t you trust it?’


      He rubbed his knees and glanced away, unsure.


      Her hand dropped. She picked up her bag and keys from the table. At the front door she turned, as though taking stock of him for the last time. He imagined how he must look to her in his sorry little flat with its scattering of kitsch furniture, its bachelor mess. Then her expression shifted. Instead of heading out the door she walked past him into the spare room. He heard her banging around in there. After a few seconds he got up to see what she was doing and had to jump out of the way as she charged past him with a painting in each hand.


      He watched in silence as piece by piece she pulled out the artwork they had hidden away months ago and hung each picture back on its hook until they were all in place again: the ill-proportioned kangaroos, the wonky sundial, the crude cottage garden, the demented lorikeets, the grimy country landscapes, the blurry vases of unidentifiable flowers. Afterwards she stood trembling before him, her cheeks on fire, the vein at her throat a violet streak. ‘You don’t know anything? Fine! Enjoy.’ She left, slamming the door behind her. The reinstated pictures rattled in their frames a moment and then were still.


      Slowly, Dom walked into the lounge area and stood there on his own. But he wasn’t alone. The pictures were there, too, everywhere, unavoidable in their drab banality. Somehow they seemed even more awful than before, mysteriously bigger than the sum of their terrible parts. Immediately, he felt the old oppressiveness return. He couldn’t stand it.


      One by one he took them down again, stacking them back in the cupboard. Each absurdly self-important JK signed with a flourish in the bottom right-hand corner made him roll his eyes. He looked closely at the deformed kangaroo — really, it was more like a cross between a dog and a man. He shuddered. Even though he knew his own efforts couldn’t produce anything better, he’d sure as hell never bother to put his name to such dross, much less impose it on strangers. Whoever JK was …


      Dom sank onto the lounge. He knew who it was. JK was his landlady. This was all Joy Kelley’s work.


      The realisation rang through him. If these were Joy Kelley’s paintings then she had the perfect motive for discrediting Novi. She would have to be sick with jealousy.


      Camille was right, something sinister was going on. For the first time since arriving in Morus, Dom sensed the presence of invisible threads connecting the people around him. Before, when he was on his own, he’d been oblivious. But now he was connected, too. He was a part of it, caught up like everyone else.


      He grabbed his helmet and ran down the stairs. He needed to tell Camille, nothing seemed more important. Did she say she was going home or to her dad’s? He tried to think. Home, that’s what she’d said. Fumbling with the keys he unlocked his bike in the carport, mounted it and threw on his helmet. Then he pedalled hard into the dying afternoon.


      His senses were wide awake. Suddenly he was alert to every fall of light, every luminous leaf and rich streak of earth. He took the track by the river, riding quickly along the watermark of silt. Drifts of matted vegetation had collected on the embankment and hung in ragged tassels from barbed-wire fences. At the paperbark grove all the pale trunks were wearing brown skirts of mud. On he rode through the flood’s residue, observing patterns in the arrangement of washed-up debris. It made him think of Novi’s maps. He pedalled harder.


      At the reserve he veered right, taking a series of shortcuts across puddle-strewn spare blocks, through laneways and empty back streets until he joined the main flow of traffic. In no time at all he had turned into the steep road that wound up through Camille’s neighbourhood. He tackled the hill fiercely, hoping to beat her home, thinking he might have a shot at it at this rate. He pushed through to the summit of the hill and over the crest. Exhilaration swept through him on the descent. Now he was at her street; he could see her house. There was her car pulling into the driveway!


      Down he sped, crouching over the handlebars, the wind rushing past his face. He took the corner at the bottom in a triumphant sweep, but his wheels struck a patch of loose gravel deposited by the flood and in one long movement he went over. Still clutching the bike, he skidded in the slurry, skin vanishing from his left thigh, his left elbow, his left hand and ankle until he came to rest in a mortified heap in the gutter, three doors down from Camille’s house. She was out of her car now and turned at the sound of metal scraping on bitumen.


      ‘I’m okay!’ he called as she sprinted towards him.


      It took him a few minutes to register what had happened. Slowly, he heaved himself out from under the bike and sat up. He unclipped his helmet and let it clatter onto the road. Camille was beside him. Her hands hovered over his body, her eyes flitting anxiously from injury to injury. Dom felt woozy. He looked down and saw the long raw length of his thigh, the deep gashes on his elbow and hand. Beads of crimson were welling up through a coating of grey dirt. Each wound was embedded with tiny black stones.


      Camille helped him to his feet, gently brushing grit from his clothes.


      ‘Joy Kelley is a green-eyed monster!’ he blurted out. ‘You’re right!’


      Camille clearly had no idea what he was talking about. Her brow creased with concern and she stared hard into his eyes, searching for signs of shock. She tried to pick a lump of gravel from his shoulder but he caught her hand and held it.


      ‘Camille, I want to be with you. I don’t know where we’ll end up. I can’t give you a guarantee. All I know is I don’t like being without you.’


      Her face went still. She looked at him and said nothing. It didn’t matter. She had placed a soft hand on his cheek and was stroking it tenderly. Dom turned his head, pressed his lips into her palm and closed his eyes.


      Only then did it begin to hurt.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 22

    


    
      I’m sitting in a room at school I never even knew was here. It’s down the hall from the office, a sort of interview room with a table that’s too big because half the room is already taken up by a rack of second-hand school tunics and shirts and a giant pile of faded blue school jumpers and shorts. There is a basin and a shower cubicle in the corner, although it doesn’t look like anyone has ever used it. You would have to be pretty dirty to bother moving all those clothes out of the way.


      The counsellor’s name is Yvonne.


      She’s younger than I expected and sort of pretty, except she has the type of nostrils that are always flared. Her tone is careful. She is trying to be friendly and polite at the same time. The calm way she’s speaking makes me feel like one of those cranky Shetland ponies in the paddock next to the Roper Centre, the ones you try really hard to get near because they are so little and cute but once you pat them they flutter their eyelashes and then bite you on the shirt. I am the Shetland pony and Yvonne is trying to be my friend, not sure yet if I’m the biting type. I wonder what she’d do if I went wild and jumped on the table and snorted and tossed all the old uniforms around the room. Suddenly it’s something I feel I could do. But it won’t help get my art supplies out of the cupboard so I just sit still.


      It isn’t easy. Yvonne is making me nervous because she’s trying so hard not to make me nervous. Teachers don’t normally try this hard with kids; we’re used to being herded around and told what to do and smiled at vaguely, so when one corners you in a room and tries politely to pick all the bad stuff out of your brain it’s pretty creepy.


      My hands are tingling. I don’t know what to do with them so I ask Yvonne if it’s okay to draw while we talk. ‘Of course!’ she says, as though she can’t believe her luck. She wants proof, like any good investigator.


      Mum shifts her bum in the seat next to mine. She’s trying to be good but holding back isn’t easy for her, especially when she’s stressed — she doesn’t know how to be anything but a cyclone or a tsunami. With a big effort she manages to remain in the background for once instead of gushing forward and filling the room and blasting Yvonne with intimate details like she usually does. As I pull an exercise book and pencil out of my bag my mother gives me a smile. Even after all that’s happened she still loves to see me draw.


      I’m glad she’s here with me.


      Yvonne asks me questions and writes down my answers with a pen that takes real ink. The ink she uses is blue: Boat Blue, Mediterranean Blue. Watching her upside-down writing, I wonder where I can get a pen like that and what colour ink I’d choose. My answers become sets of small, choppy waves across her pad and after a while I start to sweat because I get the feeling nothing I say is going to be right. I know I’m not normal — I’m a child with a silkworm name and a murdered grandfather. My dad spends all his time building a boat that doesn’t float and my mum is an extreme weather zone. All my brothers are dead. Pretending won’t make any difference. Yvonne will write whatever she wants to on her pad and I can’t stop her.


      Blue waves fill up the page.


      After she’s talked to me for a while, Yvonne turns to my mother. She barely gets her first question out — How have things been at home? — when my mother starts leaking tears like a tap. She talks for a long time, about Nonno and her miscarriages and the winery and our money troubles and how she feels people in town are out to get her.


      Yvonne listens. This time she doesn’t take notes until the end. She finds a box of tissues and while Mum honks her way through a wad of them, Yvonne writes a name and number on the back of a card and hands it to her. ‘I think you’d benefit from talking to someone,’ she says. ‘Sonia is local and highly recommended.’ My mother nods and sniffs and dabs at her eyes. Yvonne turns her attention back to me.


      ‘May I see your drawing, Novi?’


      I frown because although I’ve been working on the sketch all this time I’m not that happy with it. It doesn’t look right. But I rip it out and hand it over anyway. ‘You can keep it,’ I tell her.


      Yvonne takes the drawing and her eyes widen in surprise when she sees what it is. Goodness! she says, and even though it isn’t a true likeness she can’t help smiling to see a picture of herself. It’s not a bad portrait, I suppose, but it doesn’t really look like her — I’ve drawn her nostrils like a normal person’s. I meant to do that. I want her to like the picture. I want her to like me, too.


      Yvonne stares at it for ages. When she looks up there’s something new in her expression. ‘Well, thank you, Novi! I can see you’re very talented.’


      I’ll never be an investigator, I know that now. I’d be hopeless because the truth is I’m terrible at being inconspicuous. Wishing I was normal won’t get me anywhere. I can hope and pray until I pop an artery but it’s never going to happen, this is just the way things are.


      It’s all right, though. I don’t mind. I’m going to be an artist instead.


      


      After the interview, my mother says I can have the rest of the afternoon off. ‘Let’s spend some time together, just the two of us,’ she says.


      In town we park the ute on High Street and do a bit of shopping. At the bakery Mum lets me choose a cream bun without saying anything about mock cream or industrial-grade raspberry jam. While I eat my bun I look in the window of the trophy shop next door at all the gleaming gold statues and fancy pendulum clocks and pewter mugs. I notice they have some silver pens like Yvonne’s. When I finish my bun I go inside to have a closer look and that’s when I see it, a real ink pen made of glossy wood.


      ‘Polished walnut,’ the man behind the counter says. ‘German nib, iridium tip for excellent flow. Real craftsmanship, that one.’


      The pen has a black tip with three gold bands in the middle and a gold clip at the top. The wood has a dark swirling pattern and behind the darkness there is a red glow as though there’s a fire deep inside.


      ‘How much is it?’


      ‘A hundred and fifty.’


      I stare at the walnut pen. The man lets me hold it. It feels heavy and cool in my fingers. As I turn it over my chest aches with longing.


      ‘You should get it,’ my mother says and I turn to her in surprise. She shrugs. ‘Why not? You can afford it.’


      She opens her purse and hands her card to the man. ‘Pay me back later, okay?’


      Before I can say anything the man behind the counter lays the pen in a silk-lined box and wraps the whole thing up. He shows me his range of ink cartridges. I choose purple. He drops them into a bag.


      On our way back to the ute my mother says, ‘Shall we stop in at Riverside and have a cup of tea with Liz? She’s been wanting to talk about your next exhibition.’


      I clutch my parcel, wondering what it all means. ‘Is my rest over now?’


      Mum flicks the indicator, looks over her shoulder and swings us into the High Street traffic. ‘I think you’ve rested enough, don’t you?’


      We drive through town with the windows down, not talking, happy. Autumn is finally here. I can feel it in the cool dry breeze that rushes in the window and flows around us. The colour of the light is changing, too. All the cloud has gone and now a pinky-orange washes over the buildings and the grass and trees, making everything blush. I plan to try to mix that colour as soon as I get home.


      There is only one other car at Riverside when we pull in, a white Land Cruiser, and as we climb out and walk towards the gallery our steps start to lose their bounce. The new cheerful mood we’ve been sharing fades away. Both of us know who that car belongs to.


      Before we make it to the path, Mr Roper comes out of the gallery. He is carrying some large rectangles wrapped in brown paper. When he sees us he gets such a surprise that his foot almost misses the top step, but he recovers at the last second. His shark eyes blink a few times, trying to decide on an expression.


      ‘Hi there!’ he says. ‘I was just picking up our paintings.’ He lifts the rectangles under his arms like a set of clumsy brown wings. He is smiling, but looks guilty.


      ‘Hello, Gerard,’ my mother says stiffly.


      MrRoper saunters over. ‘What are you doing out of school, kiddo?’


      He has a knack for making me feel like I’ve done something wrong. I feel my mother bristle next to me. As MrRoper comes closer, her body starts whipping up ions like an electrical storm. He stops right in front of me, blotting out the sun. My mother draws herself up as tall as she can and looks him in the eye.


      ‘Novi had his assessment with the counsellor today.’


      ‘Oh?’ MrRoper’s shark eyes flash. The curiosity is killing him. He tries to control himself and look concerned but I’m sure he’s hoping they’ll chuck me in the loony bin and throw away the key.


      ‘How did it go?’


      Mum puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘Fine,’ she says firmly. ‘Novi’s fine. The counsellor said you’re a very talented young man, didn’t she, darling?’


      I nod. MrRoper’s eyes narrow into mine. We are in the depths now, the open ocean, just the two of us. There’s a thread of blood in the water. The monster fish have fled for their lives. But is it my blood or his?


      ‘Well,’ MrRoper says, ‘we all know that. Novi’s a clever boy.’ He keeps me there, his big shoulders looming. Then he says in a quiet voice, ‘Too clever to do anything silly. You’ll just have to be a bit more careful what you paint from now on, won’t you, kiddo? You don’t want to get into any more trouble.’


      I swallow at the danger in his voice. My heart is pounding, but not from fear alone. The cicadas whiz about; they want to fly into his face. Holding MrRoper’s gaze, I manage to shrug like I couldn’t care less.


      ‘Artists are supposed to cause trouble,’ I say. ‘It’s our job to stir things up.’


      My mother squeezes my shoulder. Together we push past him and along the path. We walk up the steps to the gallery and just before we go inside, Mum turns back. She points to the paintings under MrRoper’s arms.


      ‘You should hold onto those, Gerard,’ she calls. ‘They’ll be worth millions one day!’


      MrRoper’s mouth curls. Even from the car park I can feel his shark eyes locked onto me. But I’m too far away now to care.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 23

    


    
      Eleanor set off early for Sinclair’s. They were in the middle of an unscheduled stocktake due to the emergency rush on goods and long hours were necessary. It was well before opening time when she pulled the Jag into her space by the entrance and yet a small crowd was gathered in the car park of the Roper Centre. She looked across to where the dozen or so people were milling about. Gerard was among them, she could make out his tall figure and brown Akubra, distinctive even at this distance. Eleanor had seen little of him the last few days, they’d both been busy in the aftermath of the flood, and this morning he’d left the house before she’d even come down for breakfast.


      Reaching for her briefcase and handbag she wondered what everyone could be doing over there. Inspecting the bitumen? The floodwater around the Centre was draining away at last and had likely caused some damage, but surely potholes weren’t that interesting? She paused and peered over at the gathering. Strange, how a crowd of onlookers inspired curiosity. There was no sign it was about to disperse, though; a couple more people had wandered over to stop and stare. That was it. Tossing her bags back onto the seat, Eleanor locked the car and headed over to see what the fuss was about.


      She made her way through the scattering of cars to arrive at Gerard’s side. Shielding her eyes against the glare, she gazed across the vacant lot beyond the car park, still covered with a sheet of shallow water. She couldn’t see anything at first; the reflection was too brilliant. Then her gaze was drawn to the water’s edge, where Aaron Cherry from the local newspaper was snapping pictures, ankle deep in a mess of silver. For a moment Eleanor simply stared, astonished by the sight of hundreds of fish, belly up, gleaming in the sunlight.


      ‘How did they get there?’ she asked at last.


      ‘The flood, obviously!’ Gerard said loudly, a note of panic in his voice. ‘The river must have dumped them.’


      Eleanor frowned. She turned to look at him. ‘But there are so many of them! I wonder how they died?’


      ‘For God’s sake, Eleanor!’ He shot her a savage look. ‘The king tide would have forced salt water up the river from the ocean! These’d be freshies, right?’ He was addressing the man next to him. The man nodded uncertainly.


      Eleanor crossed her arms and studied Gerard, contemplating the pulse in his jaw. For a man with no love of fishing, and little interest in the river, he suddenly seemed to know a lot about estuarine ecosystems.


      She pointed. ‘What about the birds?’


      Several ibis lay decomposing among the debris, white feathers in disarray, leathery black heads drying to paper; their long beaks, curved down, made them seem displeased with their own demise. Something that looked like an osprey flapped pathetically a little way off. A woman abandoned her handbag to wade out and rescue it.


      Gerard spread his big hands in exasperation. ‘The storms, Eleanor! All sorts of animals have washed up around the place. A lot of livestock has been lost as well.’


      Aaron Cherry let his camera rest on his chest. ‘There were cattle carcasses on the beach at Port Torft,’ he offered. A few members of the crowd muttered verification. Then everyone pondered the fish in silence. The woman tried gingerly to grab the flapping bird. Aaron took a few more snaps.


      ‘That’s really going to stink,’ someone warned.


      Eleanor’s nostrils twitched. It stank already. ‘We’d better call the council.’


      ‘No!’


      Everyone turned to Gerard in surprise. His glance shot round the crowd. ‘It’s my Centre,’ he reasoned, pulling his tone down a notch. ‘I’ll deal with it. I should be the one to deal with it.’


      Eleanor looked at him as though he were mad. ‘There are hundreds of them, Gerard! It’s a health hazard. I’m calling the council.’


      She turned and walked in the direction of Sinclair’s. Gerard sidestepped people to race after her. They continued in tandem, the two of them striding silently past trolley docks and over speed humps until they reached the shop. Inside, Eleanor headed straight for the office. She flung open the doors of the cupboard beside the photocopier. She turned to Gerard. ‘Where’s the phonebook?’


      ‘I’ll get Reg to do it when he comes in, Eleanor.’


      ‘Don’t be ridiculous! This needs to be dealt with immediately.’ She rifled through the stationery. ‘Have you seen the phonebook?’


      ‘Listen, I’ll call council. I will! Don’t you worry about it.’


      He took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. It stuck straight up from his forehead, increasing his appearance of alarm. His chest expanded as he took a deep breath. ‘I’m going to make a coffee. Do you want one?’


      She ignored him.


      ‘Ten minutes isn’t going to make any difference out there, Eleanor,’ he pleaded. ‘Come on — I sure as hell need something to chase that stench away.’


      She flung open a few more doors and searched in vain. Then she sat down at her desk with a sigh.


      ‘All right, then. But don’t leave it too long.’


      ‘I won’t!’ he said with obvious relief. ‘I’ll get onto it. Coffee first, though!’


      He disappeared into the kitchenette. She heard him fill the kettle and take cups from the cupboard. She reached for the mail and began sorting through it efficiently.


      ‘Gerard?’ she called, perusing the contents of an envelope. ‘What did you do with the paintings?’


      The kettle began to hiss and bluster.


      ‘Gerard?


      He remained silent, out of view.


      ‘There’s a note from Liz at Riverside. She says you picked up Novi’s paintings. Where did you put them?’


      He didn’t answer. Eleanor tossed some junk mail into the recycling and placed Gerard’s mail on his desk. She frowned in the direction of the kitchenette. ‘Did you hear me, Gerard?’


      With a click and sigh the kettle announced itself boiled. All was quiet. After a moment Gerard emerged. He stood in the doorway in silence.


      She looked at him questioningly. ‘Well?’


      ‘I destroyed them.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘I destroyed them,’ Gerard repeated, firmly this time.


      She gaped at him.


      ‘Eleanor, the boy’s troubled. His pictures are inappropriate, everyone agrees. He has a disturbed imagination and it’s tragic, poor kid. It would be tasteless for us to keep those pictures. A child shouldn’t be painting corpses and I for one won’t encourage it. It’s not right.’


      Eleanor blinked a few times. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Gerard had been one of Novi’s biggest supporters. It didn’t make any sense.


      ‘But … they’re beautiful!’ she cried.


      He shook his head. ‘It’s not right, Eleanor.’


      For a long time she was speechless. Then, fearfully, she managed, ‘My picture of Umberto …?’


      ‘I told you,’ he said coldly. ‘It’s gone.’


      She watched him standing there, tall and unflinching. There was spite in his eyes. Eleanor let her fingers creep up to her frozen face until the tips were resting on her cheekbones. A long time passed and she could do nothing but stare at the alien life form inhabiting the body of her husband. Eventually she said, ‘But that was my picture. I bought it. I loved it!’


      Gerard exploded. ‘You loved it, Eleanor? You loved that dead picture of Bert? Why is that?’


      She said nothing.


      ‘You mean you loved him?’


      Eleanor felt numb. Her eyes slid sideways. There was a time when her heart had been alive and rampant with desire, overloaded with happiness and guilt. There was a time when this very conversation had been what she dreaded more than anything, and now here it was. The moment had arrived, six years too late.


      ‘Yes,’ she said softly. ‘I loved him.’


      Sorrow washed over her. It was her punishment, self-imposed. Deep down she knew she deserved this half life she’d ended up with, this endless longing for a lover she would never hold again, this undignified ravenous craving for any scrap or fragment that fed Umberto’s memory; it was all she felt worthy of. She had been afraid to leave Gerard for her real love. Back then, the choice had seemed too difficult; she had felt loyalty to Gerard. She did love him in a way, and there was the business to consider. For months she had agonised over what to do. When Umberto died, a part of her was relieved that she’d never spoken up about the affair. She had assumed that she’d never have to. But over time she had come to the bewildering realisation that even though the burden of choice had been removed, the old anguish remained. Perhaps there were still choices to be made after all.


      ‘How long have you known?’


      ‘Years!’ he said bitterly. ‘And look at you, still mourning him!’


      She closed her eyes. It was true. But anger boiled up at his accusing tone. She wasn’t the only one with a secret.


      ‘I know why those fish are dead, Gerard, and so do you. It’s what happens when you pour toxic pesticides onto a flood plain.’


      Now it was his turn to freeze. Eleanor watched his face, saw the hurt twist into fear. She turned away.


      It was madness to carry on like this — her spirit dead, contentment unreachable; denying Gerard a partner who loved him. At first it had seemed preferable to being alone, and for years she and Gerard had constructed a kind of complex scaffold as a way of living above their awful knowledge of each other, without having to address it. But here they were, exposed. The worst was out there, the ugliness beneath revealed and now the structure had become redundant. What was left? Eleanor felt around inside her heart. She found only pointlessness, indifference.


      When she turned back she saw Gerard had sunk down on the edge of his desk. His face was pale. His grey eyes flicked up to hers and down again. Eleanor knew shame when she saw it; sadly, it was all too familiar to her.


      ‘I hate you for destroying my painting,’ she said, picking up her keys. ‘And if you don’t call the council, I will.’


      


      She was gone. Gerard was alone in the office. What should he do? He couldn’t think. He returned to the kitchenette and re-boiled the kettle. His hands made some coffee but the thought of drinking it repulsed him. He went back to his desk and sat down. The phone rang. He stared at it, too afraid to answer. After a while the ringing stopped.


      It was all Bert’s fault. We can’t keep selling it, he’d said. And Gerard, being honourable, had promised to take care of it.


      But it wasn’t that easy. He couldn’t risk calling the authorities to take it away; a store of that much deregistered pesticide would have looked suspicious. Dividing it up around the place and paying for its removal would have been far too troublesome and expensive. Bert and Stanley had simply left him with it — so what was he supposed to do? Then, from the doorway of Sinclair’s new premises, Gerard had seen the solution literally staring him in the face: the foundations for the Roper Centre, ready for the slab to be poured — a big, fat, fenced hole in the ground.


      Bribing the workmen to keep quiet hadn’t taken much. The contractors were from Brisbane, brought in from the beginning for construction because Gerard didn’t trust locals to handle a project of such importance. He’d copped some flak for the decision but it had paid off in the end because the place was up and turning a profit months sooner than if he’d let some Morus team loose on the site. And it had paid off twofold when the remaining drums had been laid to rest, bar a few he kept at the back of Sinclair’s for his very special customers. The contractors had poured the slab and that was that.


      Except Gerard had assumed Bert was an honourable man, too. After everything he’d done for him, was it so unreasonable to expect some gratitude? Instead of thanks, all he ended up with was betrayal.


      The office was empty and quiet. There was nobody to distract him now, or comfort him. Tears welled up in Gerard’s eyes. Six years and the thought of what had happened still upset him.


      It had rained hard for a week that April and Serpentine Road had been cut off. When he went to confront Bert in his orchard, he thought his friend would clap his hands in that way he did when something amused him, and his suspicions would be laughed off. Because suspicion was all Gerard had at that point, an inkling that had arrived quietly, just as the rain was ceasing and the world falling silent for the first time in days. Eleanor had been distant for so long it was hardly noteworthy, but her irritability — alternating with oddly weighted bursts of affection that were quickly withdrawn — had intensified that week. At the time Gerard had put it down to cabin fever; the rain was relentless and everyone was out of sorts. Until she returned home from a morning she claimed had been spent at Joy Kelley’s and on impulse he had pulled her towards him and kissed her. She had stiffened at his touch. The taste of that kiss — a kiss Eleanor had submitted to for only a second before pulling away — was distinctly bitter. It had an odd alcoholic flavour he had noticed on her before and at that moment recognised as grappa, a liqueur he disliked. It took Gerard a minute to understand what it meant.


      There was only one person they knew who drank grappa, and it sure as hell wasn’t Joy Kelley.


      Complaining of the humidity, Eleanor had headed quickly to the bathroom and closed the door. A few seconds later Gerard heard the shower running. He came to a stop outside the bathroom door, unable to bring himself to burst through it and confront her; his doubts were still unformed. Instead, he took his car keys from the kitchen bench and drove up the road to Bert’s property. A search of the house and the sheds showed no sign of him. Gerard found him at last on the bottom terrace, taking advantage of the break in the weather to shear damaged branches from his mulberry trees.


      When Bert spotted him he raised his hand in greeting from the ladder and continued sawing, keen to make headway while the rain held off. Overhead the clouds hung low in one broad mass, heavy as a sodden eiderdown. Just metres away the Lewis had already burst its banks. It was charging headlong, dirty and unstoppable. Watching it, Gerard felt something tearing through him, too; dragging out his guts and turning his insides to filthy liquid.


      Tossing down branches, Bert launched into a rundown of the storm damage: erosion and collapsed trellises and the ruinous impact of so much rain on the fruit. But Gerard noticed that Bert himself didn’t seem ruined. He looked a little weary, perhaps, but in the face of disaster he hadn’t eroded or washed away like half his orchard, like Gerard’s insides. He wasn’t railing against the elements, raising his fist to the clouds looming insolently above. His tone was calm, aloof. He was as seemingly intact as any man might hope to be.


      Gerard peered up at him. ‘Has Eleanor been here?’


      Bert stopped still. Carefully, he laid his bow-saw on the top rung of the ladder and leaned against a branch. Nothing was said for a minute. The ground beneath them oozed and trickled, small sounds distinguishable from the rushing of the river. With a frown, Bert stared across the water. He didn’t hurry to deny it as Gerard had expected, as he had desperately hoped. He merely leaned there, his face grim, his moustache twitching.


      ‘I’m in love with her,’ he said at last. It was a proclamation, sad but unapologetic. Bert’s sense of entitlement, his lack of shame, disarmed Gerard and for a moment he was dumbfounded. Then he felt he might cry from the injustice of it.


      Bert thumbed a pale disc of raw wood and shook his head. ‘I’ve been a coward. I’m not proud of it. But now you know. It’s about time you knew. We’re in love and we have to face up to it. We can stop pretending.’


      He glanced down at Gerard and the lack of kindness in Bert’s eyes made Gerard wonder if they had ever really been friends, if Bert even liked him. His only regret seemed to be that he’d been forced to sneak around — no mention of betrayal or treachery, no acknowledgement of the moral decrepitude involved in stealing another man’s wife.


      Watching him, Gerard began to tremble with rage. Perched up there so high and mighty and sure of himself, Bert didn’t even have the decency to climb down and face him like a man! It was his arrogance that incensed Gerard, and his presumptuousness. How could he be so sure of Eleanor’s feelings, of whom she would choose? It swept the tender, wounded heart of him away and into its place sprang something else, a primal force that wanted nothing but to hurt this man who had so hurt him.


      With a roar Gerard lunged at the ladder and gave it a mighty shove. It bowed slightly and then sprang back. The saw slipped along the top rung and, clutching at it, Bert slipped, too. For a second his weight was drawn along the smooth wood, and off into mid air. Gerard saw his eyes widen in alarm, his free hand grabbing desperately at leaves, at sky. There was a moment’s silence before he landed on the ground with a thud.


      Gerard stood over him, breathing hard. Bert moaned. Not so unshakeable after all. His face was flecked with mud and his eyes were closed. The rain had started up again, Gerard felt the tickle on his hot cheeks, watched it bead on the hairs of his arms. His heart was pounding. The scene seemed etched in high definition.


      But with Bert knocked flat the confrontation was over. Gerard’s rage subsided in a wave of disgust. He stalked away, expecting Bert would be nursing a splitting headache when he eventually roused himself, and he was glad. He hoped the pain would make him sorry for what he’d done, even if his conscience seemed unable to.


      Gerard didn’t know the river would rise so quickly. He didn’t know the water would wash up to the foot of those trees and carry Bert away to ensure that he would never be roused again. Later, on learning what had happened, he didn’t know whether to feel horror or satisfaction. Either way there was nothing to be done about it; Bert was gone. It was an accident, after all. For his sake and for Eleanor’s, for the sake of their future together, Gerard decided to hide his knowledge of the affair from her. He tried not to think about the incident in the orchard. And if from time to time he couldn’t help remembering, then he made damn sure he had his facts straight.


      An ear-splitting screech caused Gerard to wheel around in alarm. He realised it was just the sound of the roller door opening at the back of the building; someone had arrived for work. Mechanically, he turned to the pile of mail in front of him. Among the letters was a large yellow envelope addressed to him in childish handwriting. Frowning, he sliced it open and pulled out a wad of pages.


      Umberto struck him in the face.


      Gerard clutched the drawings. He looked at one or two. Then he crumpled them up as hard as he could and shoved them to the bottom of the rubbish bin.


      The phone was ringing again. Gerard stepped away from it. He grabbed the bin and took it outside and threw the whole thing into a skip.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 24

    


    
      Unopened for days, Dom’s flat was warm and airless. Without noticing it he’d spent every night since the accident at Camille’s.


      Something had shifted between them; there was a new intimacy that was easy and less cautious. Surprisingly, his impromptu display of macho bike riding had hit the mark. His injuries had brought out the nurse in Camille; he was still sore and stiff and he’d done something weird to his ankle, but he was recovering under her gentle ministrations. Hearing Novi’s assessment had gone so well had been a relief. Of course, Camille wasn’t surprised. She agreed that Joy Kelley’s paintings alone were proof that the woman’s intentions towards Novi were suspect.


      Of all things, his accident had helped clear the air with Novi, too. At school the following week, the boy took one look at Dom’s thigh-length gravel rash and was fascinated. Dom had to admit it was impressive. He lifted up some of the bandages and together they spent a few minutes studying the dark uneven surface of his wounds, the long thin lines of incipient scab and spectacular bruising. Dom was beginning to wonder if all he needed was a good thrashing for everyone to forgive him until he enquired tentatively whether Novi had started his printmaking lessons with Caz yet. Immediately the boy had clammed up. Dom had felt stupid. Of course it wasn’t going to be that easy.


      He unloaded his bag and limped down to the laundry to put on a load of washing. On his way back to the flat he decided to call in on Mavis but her door was shut. There was no answer when he knocked and he was disappointed; he would have enjoyed some of her grandmotherly attention, even if her form of grandmother was a viper in a dressing gown. Back inside he opened the sliding balcony door to let the breeze in, then climbed carefully onto a chair and took down the lace curtains, making way for the bamboo blinds he had bought at Sinclair’s. Eleanor Roper had served him, and when Dom asked her if she knew when the Roper Centre would reopen, following the fish kill, she’d been uncertain. ‘That’s Gerard’s problem,’ she’d said, and given the fierce look in her eye Dom didn’t want to ask any more questions. The blinds he’d bought were cheap but they looked okay and they would help take the edge off the afternoon sun. Camille had been impressed when he’d told her about his purchase. ‘See,’ he said, ‘I’m learning!’ She hadn’t let him out of bed for hours.


      He climbed down from the chair and took a look around, pleased by his first attempt at interior decorating. The blinds were much better than the curtains. Those ducks would not be missed. He was inspecting the empty wilderness of his freezer and berating himself for not thinking to buy some groceries, when he heard a knock at the door. Mavis, he hoped. They could crack a bottle of mulberry wine and celebrate his return to Camelot. But it was a stranger, a skinny, middle-aged woman in white shorts and a pink polo top with a halo of carefully arranged auburn hair.


      ‘Dominic Best?’


      He smiled politely. ‘Yes?’


      ‘I’m Joy Kelley.’


      Dom couldn’t believe it. Here he was, face to face with the woman he’d been despising with every fibre of his being for weeks now. He took his time to examine her, noting the salon set, the powdered nose, the drawn-on eyebrows and thin, pinched lips. He felt a perverse satisfaction to see she really was as ugly as he’d imagined.


      ‘Is this an inspection?’ he asked, making no effort to mask his hostility. ‘I haven’t received a letter from the agent and you have to give me at least forty-eight hours notice—’


      ‘No, no,’ she trilled, then her voice trailed off. Her gaze wandered around the lounge room. She made no further attempt to explain herself.


      Dom waited for the grovelling apology he assumed she had come to make, but she said nothing. After a while his anger began to dissipate. Joy Kelley was acting weird; it was as though she’d forgotten what it was she’d come to see him about. Her eyes were red-rimmed against her powder. She looked tired — probably from staying up all night plotting her evil schemes. The longer she stood there the more Dom decided her face was just plain scary: the blush unnatural, the fake eyebrows truly awful. He began to feel a little unnerved by her.


      Over her shoulder he noticed that the door to Mavis’s flat was now open. God, how he wished this painful woman would go away! Nobody could dampen a celebration like a landlady. But Joy Kelley made no move to leave or speak. She just hovered in the doorway, looking round his bare walls and back to a set of keys clutched in her hand.


      ‘I don’t know if you’ve heard,’ she said at last, in a prim voice. ‘My mother died on Saturday.’


      Hearing this, the last of Dom’s anger left him. Now he just felt embarrassed. He didn’t know what to say.


      ‘I’m sorry.’


      ‘You haven’t been in,’ she said, and kept on standing there. Camille was right, he thought; this woman was unhinged. What the hell was she doing — wandering around the building telling everyone about her mother? He’d never even met her mother. And then it hit him. Mavis.


      He was stunned. ‘What happened?’


      ‘Stroke. A few, actually.’


      ‘Oh no.’ He swallowed. ‘That’s terrible.’


      ‘She left you something.’


      ‘Really?’


      Joy held up the keys. He recognised them at once.


      ‘The Falcon?’


      ‘I always loved that car,’ she said, handing them over with a sigh.


      They stood in awkward silence.


      ‘You can come and sign the papers when you get a chance,’ she said eventually. ‘I’ll be in and out the next few days, sorting things.’


      She turned and disappeared inside Mavis’s flat. Dom stood in the empty corridor. He looked down at the car keys in his palm. Something hot clutched at his throat.


      He went into his flat and shut the door quietly.
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      Nobody can believe it, it’s the talk of the town and even my mother keeps pinching herself. Nobody can believe it, that is, except me. My father has finally finished the boat.


      In the end he completed it with recycled stuff, all the bits and pieces he’d collected over the years and stashed away. People are calling it a work of art. The paper even came to take a picture and strangers keep driving past the house to gawk at it and congratulate him. One man knocked on the door to tell us he’d known the boat all his life; he said he’d seen it from the school bus every day of his childhood and used to wonder how we’d ever get it in the river. He was so happy to know it was finished.


      Dad has been pretty emotional from all the unexpected support.


      Now it’s just a matter of launching it. The whole neighbourhood is buzzing with the logistics of the job. A crane will be needed to lift the boat from its stocks and place it in the river, then there’s the problem of the bridges. No-one’s sure whether the boat will fit under them. We’ll have to wait until the river is low and the tide is out, Dad says. He seems confident we’ll make it.


      Today I received my very first postcard. It’s from Eleanor in Florence. On the front is a picture of a nude man called David, and on the back she says Michelangelo is a genius and I have to come to Italy one day. She is studying Italian in the mornings and taking cooking lessons in the afternoons and her apartment has a view in three directions. She has no plans to come home at this stage.


      Just before she left for her trip, Eleanor came over and had a long talk with my mother. I was shooed away and didn’t hear all of it but it went on for ages and by the end they were both crying and hugging each other. After she left, my mother told me Eleanor wasn’t living with MrRoper anymore. I don’t know why everyone was so sad. It was the best news I’d heard in ages.


      In the afternoon we have more visitors, Mr Best and MissMorrison in MrBest’s cool car. They climb up onto the deck of the boat and look around and then duck below to test out the velvet cushions Mum made and hear all about our itinerary. My mother says the art in Cambodia is supposed to be amazing and she’s always wanted to see Angkor Wat. My vote is to visit the dragons on Komodo — I’ve always wanted to see a lizard eat a goat. Kalimantan is another important stop on the list because of the coconut oil opportunities over there. Coconut oil, Dad says, has yet to reach its true potential in the Australian marketplace.


      I’m not sure how we’re going to manage all this before cyclone season starts. Dad says we might have to sit it out with Uncle Alan and the orangutans if we’re not back by then. All I know is that we need to be home in time for me to start high school next year — I can’t wait to get into the art rooms. We will definitely be back by then. I’ll go insane if I have to be home-schooled by my mother for too long.


      Here we are in the backyard, wandering up and down from the house to the shed to the boat, preparing for the voyage ahead, and then I hear it. The koel is back. It calls from one of the trees, lazy, because it’s only early in the season and it still has plenty of time to find a mate. I crane my neck, searching the gaps between the leaves for a glimpse of black feathers, a red-rimmed eye. The koel is hidden, but it sees everything.


      I haven’t drawn a picture of Nonno for a while. There are other people investigating the river now, a whole team of them. Its secret will be uncovered soon. I imagine Nonno up high, like the koel, looking down on us. I wonder what he’d make of Mum and Dad and me, three little specks on our boat. All of us together, ready to sail off into the sunset.
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