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‘Come on, Rube, it’s morning.’ Mitch’s voice woke her but she didn’t answer, just turned her face against the pillow wedged between her seat and the passenger door. Tried to ignore the rumbling of the engine.

He tousled her hair. ‘Hey, sleepyhead. Come on, I haven’t had anyone to talk to for hours.’

‘Don’t, Dad.’ She pulled away from his hand and turned her shoulder to him.

‘Grouch.’ He laughed. ‘I’m the one who’s been driving all night.’ He wound down his window and cool air flowed into the Kombi. She shivered.

‘We’re in Queensland, Rube. Come on, wake up. There’s so much to see.’

She opened one eye. Through the windscreen, a brown road surrounded by pale grass stretched ahead under an overcast sky. She burrowed into the pillow, feeling the pull of sleep.

‘I spy . . .’ Mitch said. He yawned so hard she heard his jaw crack. ‘Hey!’ he said, braking. ‘Rube, look.’

The urgency in his voice made her sit up, rub her eyes.

He pointed out her window. Beside the road a pack of horses raced through the grass.

Mitch flung his door open and jumped out. ‘Brumbies!’ he shouted back at her.

She shoved the sleeping bag off her legs, then clambered up the ladder to the roof rack, balancing on Mitch’s surfboard. From up there she could see dark horses strung out in clumps, racing across the plain.

‘Aren’t they magic?’ Mitch shouted up at her. ‘Free and wild! How many do you reckon?’

They were moving so fast, weaving this way and that, she had trouble counting. ‘Twenty or more, there’re some foals too!’

‘Let’s keep up!’ He jumped back in the Kombi.

She scampered to the front of the roof and sat cross-legged on the soft bump of Mitch’s tent. She barely had time to grip the edge of the roof rack before the Kombi surged forward. The wind streamed in her face as they roared up the road.

The horses ran parallel to them, their tails out straight as if they were racing the Kombi. She kept her eyes on them, imagined the rumble of the engine was the thrumming of hoofbeats, and her hair blown backwards by the wind was a ragged mane flying. The horses flowed through the grass like brown water, veering off and away from the road until they were just a flicker, a faint shadow in the sea of grass.

*

Mitch leaned forward as they drove through the caravan park, past rows of large caravans and neat cabins. Most of the vans had their awnings out, casting squares of shade on card tables, deckchairs and mini clotheslines pegged with towels. Dishes clinked in sinks and the air was full of the smell of toast. He slowed for a lady with sunglasses on the top of her head and strappy high heels who led a little white dog across the road.

‘Don’t look,’ he said, staring straight ahead as he drove.

‘I’m not.’

They were the ones people were staring at. The dusty orange Kombi looked out of place among the shiny utes and trucks.

She glanced at the map. ‘Thirty-four. There.’ She pointed at a grassy spot next to a large white caravan. ‘No one else is camping, Dad.’

‘That’s because they’ve gotta have their mod cons, their air-con, fridges, TVs. They might be in outback Queensland, but they may as well be in the suburbs.’ He turned the wheel and the Kombi bumped up over the kerb and onto the grass.

He pushed the papers on the dashboard towards her. ‘What time are we on tomorrow?’

She ran her finger down the long list, wishing they could go to other events like the sheepdog trials and especially the rodeo. But there was no point asking. Mitch said rodeos were cruel.

‘Five thirty.’ The program slipped out of her hand and she let it fall to the floor. That meant the rest of the day and all of tomorrow would be spent just waiting around.

By the time they’d unpacked the Kombi and pitched Mitch’s tent, the caravan park was quiet. Everyone had left for the showgrounds. She sat on the grass beside the Kombi in the one strip of shade then slid her knee up under her chin and inspected her feet. The soles were as hard as leather. Mitch said she should look after them, should rub some cream into them or they’d get wrinkly and dry like an old lady’s, but she could walk barefoot on gravel and not even feel it. She didn’t care how they looked.

Mitch stepped out of his tent. He’d swapped his harem pants for a pair of shorts and braided his hair into a long plait. He sat down on the grass and wriggled the unicycle seat to test the bolts.

She frowned. ‘Do we have to practise?’ She flopped her legs flat onto the ground. ‘It’s so hot!’ A sprinkler sprayed the banana palms beside the shower block, making a smacking sound as the water hit the leaves. The air seemed thick and shimmered in time with the clack-clack of the sprinkler.

‘Pah! This is nothing. It’ll be just as hot tomorrow.’ He squeezed the tyre. ‘Best time to practise is when this place is empty.’

She didn’t need to practise. ‘I can do it in my sleep,’ she grumbled to herself.

Mitch picked up the unicycle and walked away. She followed him slowly. By the time she got to the shaded side of the laundry he’d run the lead through the open window for the cassette player and he was doing squats, standing and bending, the unicycle beside him on the grass.

She leaned against the wall, trying not to breathe in the smell of hot soap, lifting one leg up and then behind her in a slow stretch. A washing machine thumped inside the laundry and Mitch fiddled with the volume so they could hear the music over the noise of the machine.

He was always mixing up the music, so she never knew what was coming. She felt a fizz of energy as soon as the kettle drums started. She loved this song. Boy George started singing ‘I’ll Tumble 4 Ya’. Mitch was on the unicycle, swirling and making figure eights on the grass. She sprang forward, cartwheeling and landing on each ‘you’, then off again, weaving in and out of the curling, unfolding shapes he made on the unicycle. Then he was off it, squatting sumo style and she leapt onto his back and onto his shoulders, he was on the unicycle again, then she was standing, straightening up, arms out wide, eyes ahead as he moved in circles beneath her.

This was the best part – the swimming dizzy feeling as the world spun and the view unfolded with each turn. She could see across the top of the Hills Hoists, over the flat roof of the TV room, past the aqua square of the pool, to the caravan park’s entrance with its curved brickwork, and beyond, to the road. The music stopped and the world turned slowly in the sudden quiet. Too slowly. Perhaps it was the grass slowing them down.

She looked down past the top of his head. She saw his chest wet with sweat, his knees, not flashing but pumping slowly, with effort. She felt a trembling through his shoulders moving into her feet, and up into her body. She saw something she hadn’t noticed before – how much effort it took for him to carry her on his shoulders, and how the practising he insisted on was for him, not her. The world seemed to wobble, shift. His hands were on her feet for a moment, as if to steady her, then she felt them lift and fly outwards. They were in synch again. She gulped a mouthful of warm air and forced herself to look up and stare straight ahead. From up here she could see how deserted the place was, as if she and Mitch were the only people left in the world.
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Mitch could complain all he liked about having to stay in a caravan park, but Ruby loved how she didn’t have to dig a hole when she wanted to go to the toilet and how the hot water gushed out of the taps. She rubbed the bar of soap over her hair then tipped her head from side to side as she rinsed it off, feeling its thick foamy trail move down her back.

Someone knocked on the cubicle door. ‘Come on, love, there’s a drought on!’ She turned off the tap and rubbed herself down quickly with a thin towel then pulled on the t-shirt she wore to bed. It was an old one of Mitch’s that came down to her knees and had been washed so often it had faded from bright yellow to lemon. Its image of Bob Marley with his dreadlocks hanging out of a rainbow-coloured beanie was cracked and faint.

When she opened the door there was a whole line of ladies waiting with towels slung over their shoulders. How long had she been in there, how long had she been gone?

Leanne, the blonde twin from the caravan next door, had rubbed a clear circle in the fogged-up mirror and leaned in close to smooth her eyebrows with a wet finger. She caught sight of Ruby and started to smile but Ruby looked away. Never get friendly with the opposition, Mitch said. Ruby tried to pull a comb through her knotty hair, trying not to watch as Leanne drew eyebrows above her real ones with a brown pencil. Then she put the pencil inside the square black case at her feet.

Ruby had seen the two girls lift the case carefully out of the boot of their mother’s Valiant when they came back from the showgrounds earlier, setting it on the grass between their guitar cases and the tape recorder that played their backing tracks. She imagined it held something special – a rabbit’s foot or a four-leaf clover – but was disappointed to see that it was just bottles and brushes and jars full of makeup.

Back in front of the mirror she tried to pull the comb through the knots but it was caught. She tugged, her eyes watering.

‘Here, put out your hand.’ Leanne held up a mauve plastic bottle and gave it a little shake, her gold ponytail swinging.

Ruby didn’t want to admit she didn’t know what it was so she put her hand out.

‘It’s great for knots.’ Leanne squirted white cream into Ruby’s hand, then dropped the bottle back into the case and snapped it shut.

The cream felt greasy and thick. Ruby wiped her hand over her hair. It smelled sweet and heavy like perfume.

‘Not like that, silly,’ Leanne said. The drawn-on eyebrows gave her a surprised look. ‘Like this –’ she was on her way out but she made a rubbing gesture on her head. ‘Massage it in!’

Ruby imitated her, spreading the cream through her hair quickly with her fingers. ‘Thanks,’ she called, but Leanne had already gone.

Outside it was getting dark and the lights along the edge of the path glowed. Her comb slid easily through the knots now, and trickles of creamy water fell from the ends of her hair and into the gap between the towel and her neck. When she put her hand to her hair it felt slippery and smooth. It didn’t feel like her hair at all.

She caught glimpses of people through the doorways and windows of caravans and annexes as she hurried past. Dishes clattered, barbeques smoked. Voices came towards her in the dark – muttering, laughing, arguing, teasing – and threaded among the voices, the crack and hiss of beer cans opening.

Mitch complained that it was just like a suburb but she liked the neat gravel paths and the permanent caravans with lattice and plastic climbing roses. She paused to look through the window of the rec room. The twins sat on the sagging brown couch, watching TV.

When she saw them rehearsing their songs outside their caravan that afternoon, nodding their white cowgirl hats in time to the music and shaking their flowing hair, she thought they were twelve or even thirteen. But in their pink dressing gowns with their hair pulled back in tight ponytails they looked the same age as her. Nine, maybe ten.

In contrast to Leanne, Marie had dark hair. Ruby hadn’t been introduced but she’d heard their mother say their names often enough. Every time Leanne got the moves wrong Marie pushed her, and Leanne would shove back and then one of them would call, ‘Mum!’ in a whiny voice. The twins’ mother wouldn’t look up from the magazine she was reading, she’d just say their names in a bored voice whenever they called her. She lay on a banana lounge next to the caravan in a bikini all afternoon, wetting her finger every now and again to turn a page, and lifting her sunglasses and smiling at Mitch every time he walked past.

Watching TV turned people into morons, Mitch said. Zombies. But the twins were gesturing at the TV, talking and laughing. Leanne caught sight of Ruby at the window and waved. For a moment Ruby was tempted to go in but she might be one of those people who couldn’t stop watching once they started. She pretended not to notice the wave and kept going. Never get friendly with the opposition.

Further on, a tangle of bikes lay glinting on the grass and she slowed down. If she had a bike, she’d never leave it lying on the ground like that. Her heart flipped when she thought about riding her own bike, how she would stand on the pedals, the wind drying the spit in her mouth because she’d be riding so fast. But then she thought about money and she made herself look away and hurry on. Mitch would be mad with her for taking so long.

Mitch and the twins’ mother were standing on the bit of grass between the tent and the Kombi, lit by the dim glow of the lantern that hung from the top of the tent pole. Mitch leaned towards the twins’ mother and said something and she laughed, then walked slowly away across the lawn, looking back at him, the high heels of her gold sandals sinking into the grass. She climbed the steps into her caravan, which was lit up like an ocean liner, and turned back to look at him before she closed the door.

Ruby stepped off the path and crossed the lawn, following the trail of little black pockmarks in the grass.

‘Rube!’ Mitch called. Then as she got closer, he continued, ‘So how long does it take to have a pee?’

‘It was a shower, Dad. And there was a queue.’ She flopped in the chair.

‘How many have you had today?’ he teased.

She relaxed, relieved he wasn’t mad. ‘Only one.’

‘Have as many as you like. They’re charging us enough. Just don’t get washed down the plughole.’

‘Hardy-ha.’ She patted her neck with the towel.

His chair creaked as he bent down to pick up his tobacco pouch. ‘You know I stood in line for an hour in that poky office this afternoon?’ He rustled around in the plastic bag that hung off the arm of his chair. ‘Stood behind a guy who had these horrible tatts on his face. His face!’

The cigarette paper moved up and down on his lip as he spoke. The tobacco scritch-scratched as he rolled it in his hand.

‘And everyone in there looked at me like I was the fuckin’ freak. The guy behind the counter said it was the first time he’d served a man in a skirt.’

Her face went hot at the thought of the man laughing at him. She stopped towelling her hair. ‘But everyone wears sarongs.’

‘Not up here, they don’t.’ He stuck the cigarette behind his ear while he felt around for matches. ‘It’s real redneck country. Might be 1984 everywhere else but up here it’s still the fucking 1950s.’ He cupped his hand around the cigarette and lit it. His long blond hair hung down like a curtain as he narrowed his eyes against the flame. He puffed for a minute then stood up and tipped his head back, sending a stream of blue smoke up into the tree above them. ‘Look!’ He pointed with his cigarette.

She looked up. The sky streamed with bats.

‘They fruit bats?’ He squinted up. ‘Might be mango season,’ he said. Then he pointed the red tip of the cigarette at her. ‘Put that on the list. A box of mangoes.’

‘Mangoes, one box.’ She added it to the list in her head. Derwent pencils, box of 120. Bob Dylan, complete set of cassettes. Girl’s bike, Malvern Star. Strawberries, one tray. Feta cheese, one bucket. She carried the list in her head even though they wouldn’t buy any of it. They both knew the money would go straight into the glove box for petrol, fresh bread and milk.

The door of the twins’ caravan thunked open. Their mother appeared in the light of the doorway in tight jeans and a shirt that was knotted above her belly button, showing a band of brown skin. She raised the glass in her hand. Ice tinkled.

‘Dad,’ Ruby whispered. ‘She’s waving at us.’

He laughed and said in a low voice, ‘At me, you mean. Come on, you, time for bed.’

*

‘I’m ready,’ she called through the door. Mitch slid the door open and the Kombi creaked and shifted when he climbed inside. There it was again, that strange feeling she’d had that afternoon when she’d looked down past his shoulders. As if the world wobbled. But then, just as quickly, it was gone.

She snuggled deeper into the mattress. Her night-light, a cream plastic mushroom with red spots on the cap that she’d had since she was a baby, threw a soft yellow light.

Mitch sat on the end of her bed and slapped his hands on his knees. ‘So – we going to knock ’em dead, or what?’

She looked at the line of elephants that marched around the hem of his sarong, trunks joined to tails. ‘Yep,’ she said. She didn’t feel so sure but she’d never say that. You have to think like a winner to be a winner, Mitch always said. She tried not to think about losing.

Someone put music on down low. Springsteen murmured over a trumpet about getting a ride, then the volume went up, and the drums pounded the first few bars of ‘Born to Run’.

‘Give me strength,’ Mitch groaned. He tipped his head to one side and listened. ‘At least it’s a change from that crap we’ve had to endure all afternoon.’ He shook his head. ‘If I have to listen to “Stand By Your Man” one more time, I’ll scream.’ He imitated the twins singing the lyrics in a silly high-pitched voice.

She giggled. ‘Stop it,’ she said. ‘They’ll hear you.’

‘Over that racket? No way. You know why I hate country and western music, don’t you, Rube?’

‘Because they all sound like they’re going to cry?’ Mitch hated crying.

‘Exactly!’ He patted her foot. ‘They’re all about victims. People being stood up, let down, abandoned. Poor me songs for poor me people.’

Springsteen was shouting now about mansions of glory and suicide machines. Mitch cocked his head, nodding along. Then he patted the sheet again. ‘Not his best song but listen to that raw energy. It’s so gutsy – and real. Like you and me, Rube. We’re rock and roll.’

A door slammed and the music went down. Mitch rubbed his knees and yawned loudly as he stood up. He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead, and she smelled smoke in his hair, the faint flowery smell of patchouli.

‘Night, Rube. Get a good night’s sleep. Big day tomorrow.’

‘Night, Dad.’ She sagged a little deeper into the mattress. She felt tired just thinking about tomorrow. She couldn’t imagine how tired he must feel. All she had to do was run and jump. He had to hold it all together, balancing them both.

She stared at the pale oblong of the Kombi roof above her bed, imagining the crack that ran from one end to the other was a creek and she was being carried along in a little boat that rocked her towards the shores of sleep. In her dreams she heard the clink of ice in glasses, the slow zzzzupp of Mitch’s tent flap opening, then closing again, whispers, rustling and gasps.
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Ruby poked her head out of the doorway at the back of the performers’ tent that faced the carpark. It was late afternoon, but people were still arriving, making slow circuits of the carpark looking for a space, raising dust. Mitch had dropped her by the entrance over an hour ago and said he was going to find a park but there was still no sign of him.

Over the thumps and screams of the dodgem cars a loudspeaker burped and a man’s voice announced that the woodchop was about to start. Her stomach knotted. They only had half an hour until the talent quest.

The air inside the tent was hot and still. She fanned herself with the program. No one else seemed bothered by the waiting. The boy with the trumpet, dressed neatly in a suit and tie, sat on the bottom step that led up to the stage. The twins had just arrived and Marie sat on the edge of a chair with her head bent close to her guitar, plucking the strings and frowning. Leanne peered out through the curtain to the lawn in front of the stage. She glanced up and saw Ruby, then took a quick look at Marie, whose head was still bent over her guitar, before she hurried over, the fringes on her white jacket swinging.

‘I hate the waiting, don’t you?’ Leanne said. She had glittery stuff on her eyelids like a doll.

‘Mmm.’ Ruby didn’t want to talk, not now. She needed to get into the mood, the silent mood where she thought with her body, not her voice or her mind. She rolled her head towards one shoulder, then the other.

‘You waiting for your dad?’

‘Yeah,’ she said, trying to picture smooth green grass, a quiet clearing in the bush. Calm.

‘I wish my dad was here.’ Leanne looked over her shoulder at her sister, then moved close and whispered. ‘He said that one of these days he’s going to come along and watch us perform.’ She glanced back again. ‘Mum says if he comes near us, she’ll kill him with a butcher’s knife.’

Ruby looked at Leanne properly now. Her makeup was so thick she couldn’t even see her real eyebrows under it.

Leanne twirled a ringlet round her finger. ‘When he rings, we have to pretend it’s someone else on the phone. Mum says if she hears his name in our house, she’ll burn it down.’ She let go of the ringlet and it bounced like a spring.

‘What did he do?’ Ruby asked, impatient with the way Leanne was spinning the story out.

Leanne leaned close and Ruby could smell Juicy Fruit on her breath. ‘He ran off with my Auntie Maureen.’ She giggled and put a hand over her mouth.

Ruby was mad with herself now. Leanne had probably made the story up just to get attention. She wished she’d stayed with Mitch, wherever he’d gone, instead of standing here backstage getting distracted.

‘Leanne!’ Marie jerked her thumb back at the second guitar propped against the empty chair next to her.

‘See ya.’ Leanne skipped over to Marie, who reached out and pulled her down hard onto the seat.

Ruby tried concentrating, but the flap at the back of the tent kept opening as more people came in. A thin man dressed all in black with silver spurs on his boots, carrying a whip. Then an Elvis impersonator in a white satin jumpsuit. The boy with the trumpet stood up and fiddled with his tie.

The flap opened again, and Mitch stepped in.

‘Dad!’ She waved, so relieved to see him.

The others turned from the stage steps. She heard the man in black say something under his breath and Elvis laughed. Marie wrinkled her nose and turned away. Only Leanne paid attention. She stood staring at Mitch with her mouth open.

Mitch nodded at them and shuffled towards Ruby, an old grey beanie pulled down over his ears, a dirty brown overcoat tied round his waist with string, a brown bottle wrapped in a paper bag poking out of his pocket. ‘Someone tried to give me five dollars on the way in.’ He grinned.

‘You look great,’ she breathed.

‘Thank you.’ He gave a little bow and then looked over at the others. ‘This looks promising. You set?’

She nodded. She couldn’t wait for it to be over. She felt as tight as the string on a guitar.

She followed Mitch towards the steps and stood behind the boy with the trumpet.

‘Phew, stinks in here,’ Mitch said, under his breath.

A stale smell hung like a cloud over the group waiting their turn. The boy with the trumpet pulled a hankie from his trouser pocket and began rubbing at the mouthpiece. She looked away. He was frightened because his whole family, the whole town, had probably turned out to see him and he would be desperate not to make a mistake. But they’d love him, no matter how he did. The man in black with the whip was the same. People kept stopping to shake his hand and wish him luck. The others – Elvis with the grass stains on the hem of his pants, and Marie and Leanne – had been here before and would have their fans.

Ruby and Mitch were the only strangers. The audience would be watching them with narrowed eyes waiting for a mistake, something to go wrong.

She had to stop herself from thinking of the audience. She walked away from the steps and sat down on a hard plastic chair, closed her eyes and concentrated on her body – the scratchy feeling of the net skirt of her tutu against her legs, the slippery hot skin of her leotard against her skin, the tight elastic round her arms attached to the stiff fairy wings. She tried not to listen as people began to take their turns on stage – the wobbly, slow notes of a trumpet, the thumpa-thump of ‘Burning Love’, the yeehaw and crack of a whip.

She felt a hand on her shoulder and opened her eyes. Mitch was leaning forward, smiling; his eyes dark blue against the streaks of dirt he had wiped across his face. ‘Quick! Come and have a look at this.’

She followed him as he hurried towards the curtain. She heard the girls’ voices, clear and strong, in time with twanging guitars. Mitch pulled back a section of the heavy canvas and pushed her forward so she could see.

The lawn in front of the stage was covered with people. Behind them the crowd on the path that circled the lawn swayed along to the music or mouthed the words of the song. Hats nodded; prams jiggled. Everyone was watching the girls on stage. She dropped the flap. It made a dry, crackling sound.

‘Well?’ Mitch was grinning. ‘What did you see?’

Maybe she’d missed something. Maybe she should look again, but she couldn’t face seeing it again – everyone’s attention drawn to the stage. ‘They’re all watching . . .’ she said uncertainly.

Mitch nodded. ‘And?’

‘They know all the words,’ she said. What was he so happy about? ‘They were all singing along.’

‘That’s right!’ He jiggled up and down on the balls of his feet. ‘They know all the words. They know every country and western song, they know every Elvis song, they’ve probably seen that guy cracking the whip at every show for the last ten years.’

The girls’ voices rose towards a finale. She moved towards the steps.

Mitch raised his voice over the noise of the crowd, who were clapping and whistling. ‘They’ve seen it all before!’ he said. She felt his hand in the small of her back as they moved up the steps towards the curtain. His mouth was close to her ear so she could hear him over the roar of the crowd. ‘But they’ve never seen anything like us!’

At the top of the steps she closed her eyes and imagined the whistling and clapping was for them. She felt him brush past her, and then it was quiet, and the curtain was lifting. The sad accordion music started to play, and an old tramp lay in a tumble of cardboard in the middle of the stage, asleep. He kicked a box, rolled over.

She heard a murmuring from the grass, caught the movement of people standing up, moving away. A man’s voice blared out from the loudspeakers, then cut out. Focus on me, Mitch always said. Ignore everything else.

She looked at Mitch then she stood on the balls of her feet, feeling the energy waiting there, ready to unroll when the harp began. And it did, the harp thrummed and she was off, throwing herself forward, cartwheeling one, two, three, four, five times across the stage so fast Mitch said that if you blinked you’d miss her, twirling round him, glitter floating downwards from the little walkway above the stage in a sparkle of slow dust, still falling when she got to the other side and Mitch sat up, stretched, then held his hand out, and looked up in amazement as glitter fell. He got to his feet slowly, as if he was old and creaky in the legs, then looked in puzzlement at the unicycle that lay beside his cardboard bed. He touched it with his foot. Behind the curtain, she shivered the tambourine. He leaned over and picked up the unicycle. She shivered the tambourine again. He looked around as if he expected someone to come and take it off him, and when he climbed on there was scattered clapping. She made herself imagine it was rain, a sun shower on the roof of an old farm shed or empty church hall where she and Mitch had practised.

The accordion music started up and she peeked through the curtain. Mitch zigzagged across the stage, that dumbstruck look on his face, like the unicycle had a life of its own and he was just managing to stay on. He wobbled forward at full speed, stopping just short of the edge of the stage. The people at the front leaned back, gasped.

She smiled when the audience laughed and hooted as he swigged from the bottle in the brown paper bag, doing more and more wobbly figure eights, the music faster and faster until finally he stopped, huffing and panting, took a final swig, stuffed the bottle back in his pocket and pulled a handkerchief out and mopped his forehead. There was no faking the sweat, it poured down his face and neck. He wrung out the hankie, water dripping onto the floor, and got another laugh.

The music calmed. Mitch found a red ball in his pocket and looked at the audience in surprise, as if he had no idea how it had got there. They laughed as he found a second ball in what he thought was an empty pocket, another laugh at the third, the fourth, and then clapping when he had all six of them in the air, juggling them and riding back and forth on the drunken unicycle.

‘Hernando’s Hideaway’ began, Da – rum – da – rum – da – rum – rum – rum, and she was ready. She picked up his top hat and waited till he was level with her, counted one, two, three and threw the hat. Without turning his head, he caught it. She cartwheeled across the stage in front of him, one two three four five six, taking all their attention with her so he could tip something into his mouth, shrug his arms out of the coat, and toss away the beanie. She landed on the other side, just as he swivelled round to face the audience – bare chested, wearing the top hat and a pair of tight black shorts. His chest glistened with sweat. The crowd cheered and clapped as he tangoed across the stage to the music on the unicycle, gliding and swooping. Behind the curtain she lit the rag on the end of the stick, then counted and when he moved into sight with his arm out, she threw it. He caught it, pursed his lips, lifted the torch and whoosh, breathed a stream of fire. The crowd gave a long sigh, the kind of sound people made when they saw fireworks.

She peeked around the curtain. He breathed again, fire shot out and kids wriggled free of their parents on the lawn and ran forward to join the crowd at the front with their faces turned up, watching him with wide eyes. His skin shone with sweat, his ponytail was a wet comma down his back. People shrank back, but their eyes were wide, the orange of the flames reflected against the faces of those in the front.

Then the music shifted, the kettle drumbeat came in, light, quick, happy. He pedalled backwards, tossed the torch at her and she caught it and pitched it in the bucket. Boy George kicked in with ‘I’ll Tumble 4 Ya’.

She began her run, cartwheeling across the stage, she felt the whoosh of air, the smell of paraffin as he passed her in a blur. Then she was on his back – hands, shoulders, one swift movement, not thinking about anything, just moving.

The world spun and she saw it all as they turned – the children crowded at the front of the stage, the adults craning their necks to get a better view. Judges, heads together, nodding. Even the men inside the beer tent had come outside with glasses of beer in their hands to watch. This was real magic: not the juggling or the crazy cycling or the fire breathing – but the way he made all the faces turn up towards them, the whooping and clapping rolling over them like waves.

*

The sun was going down as they walked through the carpark but the metal from the cars still radiated the afternoon’s heat.

She felt like running through the carpark. Her backpack was full but it felt light as air. The mayor had draped the winning sash over her shoulder and pumped Mitch’s hand. A newspaper photographer took a photo of them posed with the mayor and the other judges, and she blinked when the flash went off. They would be gone by the time the newspaper came out but she bet that she would have her eyes closed in the picture. It had taken them an age to get their chips at the food caravan because people kept coming up and congratulating them and asking when they would be doing it again.

As she walked, she stuffed hot chips in her mouth, blowing out her cheeks, then sucking in air. ‘Where’s the Kombi?’ she asked over her shoulder, scanning the rows of farm utes, trucks and cars. She was dying to get back to the caravan park and put on her bathers and swim in the pool.

‘Hold your horses,’ Mitch said. He hitched the bulging shoulder bag over his chest with one hand, holding the big bag of chips in the other.

She filled her mouth again and chewed, tasting the grease on her lips, the bumpy grains of salt. After she had a swim to cool off she’d sit in the spa end with the water spinning and fizzing all over her, watching the cars arrive and people getting out. Now they wouldn’t laugh at Mitch’s sarong. They would stop and say hello and ask where did she learn to do that, and she’d shrug and say it was nothing and then the kids would come and ask her to show them how to do it and she’d say only if she could have a go on a bike. Then there’d be chasey, more bike riding, and later, when she was tired again, the spa.

She burped, tasting greasy chips. ‘Ooh,’ she said, ‘I feel sick.’

‘I told you not to eat so fast,’ he said. ‘You better not go throwing up in the Kombi.’ He pulled a large bottle of water out of his bag. ‘Here.’

She took a long drink. The water was cold against her teeth and she began to feel a bit better.

He took it off her and stopped to pour some over his forehead, letting it drip down his face and neck. He shoved it back in his bag and smoothed his hair back from his face with his hands. ‘That’s better. We’ve got a long drive ahead,’ he said.

Just then she caught sight of the bright orange of the Kombi parked at the end of a row of cars, the bulky outline of their gear on the roof rack. The backpack felt heavy on her shoulders. ‘Aren’t we going back to the caravan park?’

‘We wouldn’t be welcome,’ Mitch said. He pulled the keys out of his pocket and flipped them back and forth in his hand as they walked. ‘Should have heard what that woman called me.’ He shook his head. ‘Virtually accused us of cheating.’

‘Leanne’s mum?’ She thought it was strange that the twins hadn’t joined them on the dais to be presented with the second prize. ‘How could we have cheated?’

He opened the door of the Kombi. ‘She said it was clear we were professionals, not amateurs.’ He laughed. ‘I didn’t know whether to be offended or flattered.’

‘But can’t we stay one more night, Dad?’

He shook his head. ‘Rollin’ stones, Rube. Rollin’ stones.’

She kicked the front tyre.

He turned on the ignition then leaned over and opened her door. The Kombi rumbled. ‘Don’t sulk.’

She climbed in and looked out the side window with her arms crossed. The vinyl seat was hot and stuck to her legs.

They drove back through town and Mitch turned onto the highway, then slowed and pulled into a Shell service station on the edge of town. The Kombi filled with the smell of petrol. She heard the tick-tick as the litres clicked over, faster and faster, filling the tank; no need for starting and stopping the bowser so it matched the amount of money they had left. They had five hundred dollars. Money to burn. But the envelope thick with notes didn’t cheer her up like it should have.
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Ruby slept on and off as Mitch drove through the night. In her dreams she hurried behind her mother, who was pushing her way through a crowded bazaar, holding Ruby’s hand. People in turbans were trying to separate them, to hold her back, shouting and pointing at woven rugs, wooden dolls, cages of squawking chickens. She tried to push them off, but they pressed in on all sides. Then her mother wasn’t holding her hand anymore. She caught glimpses of the back of her mother’s head moving through the crowd, getting further and further away.

The sun burning through the windscreen woke her up. Her heart was pounding and she opened the window, pushed her face out against the wind until she felt the dream break into wisps, then blow away.

She turned back to Mitch. ‘I’m hungry.’

‘What else is new?’ Mitch grinned.

‘Tambo, ten kilometres,’ she read the road sign. ‘Where’s that?’

‘How are you going to learn anything for yourself if I tell you all the answers?’

She kneeled on the seat then reached into the back and pulled out her map of Australia, running her finger over the bumps and pinholes from when she was little and Mitch let her choose their destination by closing her eyes and sticking a pin in the map. She found Hughenden, then ran her finger south, through Clermont, south-west to Alpha and south again until she found Tambo. She got the red biro out of the glove box and went over the route with the pen. The map was zigzagged with red lines she’d drawn – they looked like veins.

Their red line traced the shape of Australia, hugging the coast, from Albany in the south-west up to Broome, across to Darwin, east to Cairns, then all the way down south through Brisbane and Sydney, where the line jerked west again away from Victoria through Canberra, into South Australia, up to the centre, across to the west again. The red line crisscrossed the map, doubling back and looping over itself, but always spiking up and away from Melbourne. When she was little and she asked why the line stopped and why they didn’t keep going, following the coast round the bottom right-hand corner, Mitch said there was nothing there. She used to think he meant a piece of Australia had broken off and been washed out to sea. Now she was used to their picture of mainland Australia, with the untouched state of Victoria at the bottom.

In the sea she’d drawn long arrows pointing up and down, charting the path of the whales on the east and west coasts. It was May now and she pictured them moving northwards with powerful flicks of their tails. The pregnant mothers would be heading for warmer waters to give birth and the nursing mothers, whose milk was dwindling, were getting ready to give their one-year-old calves the slip. She felt sorry for the calves because they didn’t know what was about to happen. From the moment the calf was born the mother looked after it. She nudged it to the surface to take its first breath. Then they set off, so close together that the baby whales didn’t need to swim, they were lifted and carried along in their mother’s current. They could even drink milk or have a nap in her slipstream. Then one day, when the calf was around a year old and taking a nap, the mother whale swam off and left it to fend for itself. Ruby thought it was awful and cruel, imagining the calf waking up to find its mother gone. Mitch said that was the animal kingdom for you.

She looked up. Mitch was slowing down. A few houses were strung out on the road, all a grey-brown colour with fence wire around them. Tambo, the oldest town in Central Western Queensland. Settled 1863, a roadside sign said.

‘Every town’s gotta have its claim to fame,’ Mitch said. ‘Burke and Wills pissed here.’ They crossed an old railway line and he slowed, then pulled up outside the Tambo General Store.

The store was dark. A radio was on low somewhere, the sob in the voice of Tammy Wynette, and she wondered where the twins were now, imagined them in the back seat of their mother’s car, not speaking, their big hats on the window ledge behind them.

Ruby’s stomach growled. She squeezed her hands together. ‘Can I have whatever I want?’

‘Don’t get too excited,’ Mitch said in a low voice and pointed at the counter. Three fried dim sims, the skin cracked and dry, sat uncovered on a plate. He pulled a face. ‘They look like they’ve been here for months.’

‘Won’t be a tick,’ a lady’s voice called from out the back.

Ruby looked around for something else to eat. In the fridge, square brown cakes on a plate looked like little bricks. She crossed to a wall of shelves lined with cans of soup and packets of noodles, cereals and long-life milk. Everything on the shelf looked dusty and the labels were faded. There was nothing here she wanted to eat.

The plastic strips rustled and a large woman wearing tight blue workman’s overalls over a pink t-shirt stepped into the shop. ‘Been filling the truck with petrol, just had to wash my hands.’ She wiped her hands on a tea towel.

‘I don’t suppose you do breakfasts?’ Mitch asked.

Waffles with ice-cream, pancakes with maple syrup, Ruby thought. Her mouth watered.

But the lady shook her head. ‘I’ve got dim sims, sausage rolls and pies,’ she said as she moved along behind the counter.

‘Just drinks then, thanks,’ Mitch said. ‘Coffee for me—’

‘Iced chocolate, please,’ Ruby said quickly before Mitch could object. Then she moved to the freezer on the back wall and stared through the glass. Frozen kangaroo tails on the bottom shelf; in the middle, the frilly ends of plastic bags of bread poked out of the ice. She opened the freezer door and a blast of cold air puffed out and into her face, making her nose ache. She pulled out a packet of raisin bread.

In the kitchen the kettle clicked on and the radio went up.

Mitch was sitting on the long bench seat by the window looking at the cover of a faded magazine. She sat down and leaned against him.

‘As if the High Court knocking Lindy Chamberlain back wasn’t enough. Now they’re getting a petition together for a royal pardon,’ Mitch said.

On the cover of the magazine a lady in dark glasses was being led from the back of a building to the open doors of a police wagon. Her mouth was pressed into a straight line as she stepped towards the van’s doors. Ruby looked at the other photos on the cover. A woman called Princess Di in a long dress with bare shoulders and a diamond tiara smiled shyly and another called Madonna danced in a leopard-print minidress. Ruby wanted to say her mother was prettier than both of them but then Mitch would know that she had found his secret photos.

‘Look at her.’ Mitch pointed at Lindy. ‘There’s something about her. Something cold.’

‘I don’t think she did it.’ Lindy looked sad in her simple dress and her bowl haircut next to glamorous Princess Di and carefree Madonna. Ruby could tell she was missing Azaria.

‘Pfff.’ Mitch blew air out of his mouth. ‘Believe me, women change when they have kids. Become people you don’t recognise.’ He pressed his mouth into a thin line and flipped through the magazine. He stopped and stabbed a finger at a photo of a blond man hunched over with his arms around two boys. ‘It’s Michael I feel sorry for. What on earth would he tell those boys?’

‘But you said those dingoes on Fraser Island would have eaten me and I was much bigger than Azaria.’

He let the magazine close in his lap. ‘True. You were a toddler and I had to chase them away.’

‘They were always hanging around the tent,’ she said. She loved it when he told her the story, imagining the dingoes circling their campfire, their eyes shining in the dark and how he’d swept her up in his arms and saved her. And all the while she was smiling and pointing at them, saying, ‘Dog’.

‘I had to move you into the Kombi,’ Mitch said. ‘They had this particular way of looking at you.’ He lifted his hands up like paws and bared his teeth. He growled. ‘Like the wolf in Little Red Riding Hood.’

She laughed, swinging her feet.

The lady came through the doorway with a tray.

‘One coffee.’ She set the mug down in front of Mitch. ‘And one iced chocolate.’ She put down a tall glass topped with a pyramid of artificial cream crisscrossed with chocolate syrup.

Ruby sucked in her breath. ‘Thanks,’ she whispered.

‘Whoa!’ Mitch said.

Outside a cattle train pulled up and let out a blast from the air horn. The lady hurried out, and the door slammed behind her.

Ruby dipped her spoon into the cream. It tasted sweet and as light as air. ‘Mmmm.’ Underneath, a scoop of ice-cream bobbed in the brown froth.

‘Probably full of chemicals,’ Mitch said. He took a sip of coffee and pulled a face. ‘And sugar. Used to make you completely spazzo.’

Ruby crossed her eyes and stuck her tongue out at him.

‘Yeah, just like that. I didn’t realise for ages that formula had sugar in it. You were like a wind-up toy after you had a bottle.’

‘You mean, when I was a baby?’ She asked this as if it were the most normal thing in the world to talk about. But he never told her baby stories, only ones about the time after, when they were on their own. She took another sip, not looking at him. She had a lump of ice-cream on her tongue, and she held it there, feeling its coldness in her mouth. She waited for him to cut her off. To say that he didn’t want to go there.

‘Uh-huh,’ he said in a faraway voice, watching the lady through the window.

‘Like how?’ She sat completely still, just like she did when she sat on a riverbank, waving her fingers gently in the water, hoping to catch a fish that lay among the reeds. She wanted him to say something about her mother, to tell her the story of one of the photos tucked in the yellow envelope at the bottom of his old suitcase. What were they saying to one another when they were lying close on the grass, her mother’s hair starred with white flowers? Who kissed who first in the photo where he stood smiling down at her, and she had her face turned up to him? What was her mother saying when she sat at a table with a teapot in front of her, hands flung up, laughing in mid conversation?

‘Made you completely hyper. You wouldn’t sleep.’ He tossed his head. ‘It was a nightmare until I realised and switched you over to goat’s milk.’

Outside the engine started up and the lady stepped away from the truck.

Ruby swallowed the ice-cream. ‘Was I a good baby?’ She had to raise her voice over the engine’s roar.

He shrugged. ‘You cried a lot at first. I made a policy of never picking you up when you cried. Didn’t want to reward bad behaviour. But it took you a while to grasp it. Boy, could you cry when you wanted to.’

‘I could?’ She tried to imagine herself crying. She imagined a baby howling, its open red mouth, eyes squeezed shut. She laughed. ‘I bet you knew how to make me stop.’

He nodded. ‘Took me a while to figure it out. One day I noticed you went straight off to sleep as soon as I started driving.’ He opened the mirrored purse he had hanging around his neck.

She wanted him to keep on going. ‘What was the worst time?’

He poked around in the purse. The embroidered mirrors flashed. He shook his head and pulled out a five-dollar note. ‘I dunno,’ he said. ‘Probably at first.’ He nodded. ‘Before you got used to things.’

She wished she could remember back to when she was a tiny baby, to when she was born, to what her mother’s face looked like up close, how she sounded, how she smelled, how she moved. But the furthest back she could remember was around three. It was hot and she wore a sunhat that was tight on her head and she was sitting on the sand while Mitch drew a big ring around her with a stick and told her she had to stay inside the circle until he came back out of the water.

‘Didn’t I like being in the Kombi?’

‘You loved being in the Kombi. You’re just like me. You love moving. You hate staying still.’

The lady came back in and picked up Mitch’s empty cup. Ruby put her hands around her thick ridged glass, pretending she had more iced chocolate left so the lady would leave them alone again. But Mitch was leaning back from the table, his arms stretched above his head, his fingers locked, cracking his knuckles. He rapped them on the table. ‘Come on,’ he said, and pushed his chair back.

In the Kombi she closed her eyes, felt the vibration of the engine come up through the floor and into the soles of her feet. She tried to imagine how it would sound to a baby, the roaring and the shaking.

She opened her eyes. ‘I was probably frightened,’ she said. ‘When I cried a lot.’

‘You, frightened?’ Mitch pulled out onto the main road. He threw his head back and laughed.

‘I mean back then, when I was little.’

‘You’ve never been frightened of anything in your life.’

Maybe she was missing her mum. But she couldn’t say that because Mitch would get angry and say, What? Aren’t I enough for you?

‘You were hungry,’ he said. He poked at the loaf of frozen bread that sat on the dashboard already thawing in the heat. ‘Hungry now?’

Her stomach felt hollow and cold. It was as if the lump of ice-cream was still there, frozen and whole. She nodded. ‘Starved.’

Just out of Tambo they pulled off the road into a small grassed area with a barbeque shelter and a picnic table under tall gum trees.

On the other side of the shelter a white car with a caravan attached was parked in the shade. A man in a short-sleeved shirt wearing knee-high socks and sandals and a lady in a floral dress sat in matching folding chairs at a card table beside the caravan. The man had a towelling hat on, and he touched the brim. ‘Morning.’

Ruby waved and smiled back. The man took a triangle of bread out of a blue plastic lunchbox that had a frill of paper out around the edges and chewed while the lady screwed the lid on a thermos. They looked like they were just finishing up, and the old lady wiped crumbs off the table with a cloth.

‘Rube!’ Mitch said. ‘Stop staring and give me a hand.’

He’d lit the barbeque. The plate was covered in dry black stuff and he rubbed at it with a balled-up piece of newspaper. The black stuff turned greasy and hot as the plate heated up. The air above the barbeque rippled.

Ruby got out the butter and the knife and carried them over to the picnic table. Mitch lay the raisin bread on a piece of newspaper and buttered it on both sides, then dropped the pieces on the barbeque.

‘Excuse me.’ The old lady stood at the edge of the barbeque shelter holding the lunchbox. She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose with the back of her hand and smiled at Ruby. ‘I wondered if you might like—’

Mitch shook his head, squeezing the sticky piece of newspaper into a smaller ball. ‘We’ve got plenty.’ He turned back to the barbeque and pushed at the bread.

Ruby moved behind him. ‘Dad!’ she whispered. Her face felt hot and she couldn’t look at the old lady. The lunchbox was shaking in the woman’s hand and she just stood there blinking at him.

‘Oh, well in that case.’ The woman closed the lid on the lunchbox with a snap and walked off.

Ruby hid behind the barbeque. When the old lady got to the caravan she said something to the man and he half rose from his chair, but she put her hand on his arm and stopped him. He glared over at them as the old lady began washing their cups in a bucket and packed their things away.

Mitch and Ruby sat on top of the picnic table with their backs to the caravan, eating the hot raisin bread with their fingers. She was glad not to have to look at the old couple. She could taste something else on the bread, a smoky dark taste that she thought might be meat, but she was too hungry to care. When they finished Mitch wiped the butter knife on the newspaper and threw the paper in the bin. ‘That’s our washing-up done,’ he said with a laugh, jerking his head towards the couple who had closed the door of the caravan and were getting in the car. ‘Fuckin’ busybodies.’

The couple pulled away first, but they were still waiting for a break in the traffic when Mitch pulled up behind them. The back window of the caravan was covered in stickers. In the centre was a large round one with a dolphin jumping out of the water and through a red hoop. I’ve seen it all at SeaWorld.

‘Imagine if we collected stickers.’ Mitch snorted. ‘Kombi would be covered in ’em.’

‘We should, Dad,’ she said.

Mitch blew air out of his mouth. ‘We don’t have anything to prove.’

‘They’re pretty,’ Ruby said. The Cairns sticker with its rainbow and palm tree winked in the sun. A line of black and white penguins marched along a beach under green writing that said, Phillip Island, home of the penguins.

The caravan began a slow left turn onto the highway.

‘Come on! Hurry up, mate.’ Mitch drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. ‘He won’t want to get behind in his schedule.’ He glanced at Ruby. ‘You can bet he’s got one. Every day planned out, minute by minute. “Ten am. Morning tea, Tambo.” I bet they could tell you how many kilometres they’ve travelled since they started out, how much they’ve spent on petrol.’ He swung out behind the caravan and onto the highway.

She tried to read the words on a sticker with a picture of a lyrebird with its tail spread out on the bottom right of the caravan, but the print was too small. ‘Where’s the lyrebird one from, Dad? Can you see?’

Mitch planted his foot and closed the distance between them. ‘People like that think they’re being adventurous doing the Big Trip but they’re not. Their life is just as predictable on the road as it is at home in the suburbs.’

The caravan swayed as it speeded up. ‘The Dandenongs,’ she read aloud. ‘Have we been there, Dad?’

‘That’s the difference between tourists and travellers. Travellers take risks, they’re spontaneous, they go with the flow. Stopping where and when they want for however long they want, then moving on. No ties, no nine to five, no obligations.’

She was only half listening, concentrating instead on the place name under a picture of a man with a snake draped round his neck.

Mitch had his head turned towards her, waiting for her to answer something he’d asked her. ‘Huh?’ she said. ‘Sorry, Dad.’

He shook his head and pressed his lips together, repeating with exaggerated patience. ‘I said, what do you think stops people from living like we do?’

‘Fear,’ she said automatically.

‘That’s right, it takes real guts to live the life we live.’ He leaned sideways to check the road ahead, then put his indicator on and pulled out to overtake the caravan. The engine whined noisily as they accelerated and he had to raise his voice to make himself heard. ‘We don’t need anything or anyone else, everything we need is here in this van.’ He flung his arm back and the Kombi swerved close to the car.

Ruby gasped. ‘Dad!’

The car’s horn blasted, and Mitch got both hands back on the wheel and righted the Kombi, veering away and ahead.

Her heart was hammering. She could smell burning rubber. She kneeled on the front seat and looked out the back window. The man was sticking his fingers up at them through the windscreen, his mouth an angry line. The lady’s face looked white and her mouth was open in fright. The car’s horn blasted again.

‘Arsehole!’ Mitch said.

‘They got a fright, Dad,’ she said, turning back to him.

‘We had plenty of room.’ He glanced in the rear-view mirror and gave his head a shake. ‘People like that are always frightened!’

She turned back to look again but the car was slowing, the orange light flashing as it pulled over to the side of the road. She kneeled there, looking back, wanting the couple to catch up, to get close enough to see that it was just her and her dad and they hadn’t meant any harm. But the car and the caravan got smaller and smaller, a smudge, then a dot, unmoving. Finally, it disappeared.
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Two days later on the edges of Toowoomba fog drifted across the road and Mitch flicked the headlights on.

By the time they got to the town centre the sun had burned off the fog, bringing out the colours of the trees. Mitch pulled over at a small park behind the council offices, next to a brick toilet block.

‘Let’s go clean up.’ He tossed a towel at her.

The ladies’ toilets were like a real bathroom, with shiny white tiles on the walls and floor. A teenager with her back to the door was changing a baby’s nappy, half turning to give Ruby an unfriendly look.

Ruby went into the toilet. After she heard the girl leave she came out and washed her face and brushed her teeth.

Outside Mitch stood looking at a map of the town. ‘Laundromat or supermarket?’

‘Supermarket.’ She didn’t like laundromats. It was so boring sitting there watching the clothes go round. Mitch always got other people to keep an eye on their washing and then went exploring but she was too shy to ask.

‘Why aren’t I surprised?’ He smiled, kissing her on the top of the head. ‘Grab the list and some money and I’ll meet you outside the library in an hour.’

*

She could see Mitch inside the library nodding and talking to the librarian at the front desk. He waved, picked up a brochure that the smiling librarian held out to him, and came out through the sliding doors. She had to run to keep up with him.

‘Jesus, I thought I’d never get out of there.’ He swung his bag into the back seat where it landed on the pillowcases of clean clothes, sending up a hot soapy smell. He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and put it on the dashboard. They drove away from the shops for a few blocks then turned onto a side street where Mitch drove slowly, peering at house numbers. He pulled up outside an old falling down house with a wraparound verandah and sagging wire fence.

She followed him up the steps to the front door. ‘What are we doing, Dad?’

He tapped on the wire of the screen door. A voice called from inside and footsteps tripped along the hallway. A shadowy shape became a man with a pale moustache and curly blond hair. He came out onto the verandah and the door slapped behind him.

‘I’ve come about the ad,’ Mitch said and stuck out his hand. ‘Juice, is it? Mitch.’ He pointed at his chest and then at her. ‘Ruby.’

The man nodded and shook Mitch’s hand, ignoring her. They followed him around to the side verandah. In the garden a man with a bare white chest and chains hanging from the waist of his black jeans was dragging lounge chairs out onto the grass.

They were getting ready for a party, Juice said, a fundraiser for a friend who had been busted. Ruby thought of someone falling off a wall like Humpty Dumpty, all broken in pieces. She watched as a girl with hot pink hair came round the corner of the house carrying a tattered-looking beach umbrella.

‘Don’t suppose it gets much use here,’ Mitch said, and Ruby turned back to look. Mitch was running his hand along a surfboard propped in the corner of the verandah.

Juice looked glum. ‘Thought I’d get to the coast on the weekends but never seem to get around to it. And I could do with the money.’

Mitch bobbed down in front of the board, inspecting the fins. ‘And you’re asking?’

‘One fifty.’ The man looked annoyed. ‘Like I said on the ad.’

Ruby tried to catch Mitch’s eye. But he was looking at the girl with the umbrella. He tipped his head and smiled hello. She waved back, a bunch of multicoloured bangles sparkled on her arm.

‘Only got a couple of dings.’ Juice was watching the girl too but was taking quick looks at Mitch, trying to get his attention.

Mitch nodded and turned back to the surfboard. ‘And some sun damage.’

Juice scratched his moustache. ‘You could make me an offer.’

‘Dad.’ She pulled at his t-shirt.

‘Not sure I wanna do the work,’ Mitch said.

‘What if I throw in a wetsuit?’ Juice shifted from one foot to the other then he rummaged around in a corner and held up a dusty black wetsuit.

‘Let’s go, Dad.’ She imagined the money in their envelope flying out into the hot air, burning up.

Mitch shook his head at Juice.

She felt a rush of relief.

‘Don’t need a wetsuit, mate.’ He paused. ‘I’ll give you a hundred and twenty.’

‘We’ve already got one, Dad,’ she whispered.

He glanced at her and frowned. He flipped his hand as if to say, Be quiet.

Juice stuck out his hand. ‘Done.’

After that it was like a rope holding Juice back had broken. He followed them along the verandah and down the front steps. He liked them now. ‘Come round later,’ he said. ‘BYO, but grog only.’ He glanced up and down the street. ‘Got to be careful.’

She didn’t help Mitch hoist the board onto the roof rack, just sat on the kerb watching her feet. He whistled under his breath as he threw the rope over it, fussing about its position, fiddling with it while she sat in the sun.

He tapped a beat on the steering wheel and grinned at her. ‘Great job, grizzling like that. He really thought I was gonna walk away.’

‘You said I was in charge of the money.’ She crossed her arms.

‘You are in charge of the money. But you’re not in charge of me, OK?’ He let his breath out in an angry sigh.

She stared out the window. They passed the supermarket. They passed the library. They passed the town hall. She could feel him throwing quick looks at her.

‘Check out my bag,’ he said.

She didn’t answer.

She heard him scrabbling round, reaching for something on the back seat. He swung his bag onto her lap. ‘Look inside.’

She opened the bag, saw the glossy spines of library books.

‘Remember how you loved the Secret Seven? This is the Famous Five.’

Enid Blyton. She hugged the bag to herself. Then opened it for another look. ‘How did you get these?’

He laughed. ‘I’ve told you. You’ve gotta be brazen. Take what you want, then go right up to the front desk and ask some random question about local history. Not like you,’ he teased. ‘You scurry in looking like a scared rabbit. You’ve got shifty written all over you.’

‘I don’t like doing it,’ she said. She loved having the books to read but it still felt like stealing. When she was finished reading them she always returned them to other libraries, hoping they would make their way back.

‘There’s nothing to be shifty about. Books should be free. People like us should be able to borrow and read whatever we want just like everybody else.’

He leaned over and swiped her hair off her forehead. ‘Don’t be mad with your old dad, OK?’

*

He found them a spot beside a river outside of town, with trees that dangled in the water and frogs croaking as night came down. After dinner she lay on her bed with her headlamp on and opened one of her new books.

Mitch slid the door open. In the torchlight the white flowers on his good shirt glowed. ‘Thought I’d head in to that party.’ He swung a six-pack from his hand.

‘You look nice, Dad.’

‘Thanks.’ He leaned in and gave her a kiss. He smelled of toothpaste. ‘Don’t wait up.’

After he’d gone she couldn’t settle. The Kombi was stuffy and in the book the Famous Five were on an island with waves breaking and sea breezes. She felt sweaty and hot. She opened the door but there wasn’t a breath of wind; the air was still and heavy. She climbed out and opened the esky but there were only beer cans inside. She rolled an icy can over her forehead and cheeks. She was about to put it back, but she stopped, then pulled the ring. Foam fizzed up out of the can and tickled her fingers. She took a big gulp. The beer was cold and, even though it was bitter, she liked the foam and the bubbles and glugged the rest of it down. She sat on a canvas stool and sipped at a second one, enjoying the feeling that came over her, making her legs feel heavy and her neck feel soft and wobbly. But the mozzies were biting so she finished the can and hid both empties under the Kombi. She slid the door open and went to climb in but she missed the step and stumbled forward and cracked her head on the edge of the door. Something warm ran down her face. She brushed it away with her hand and got inside, sliding the door closed with a whump.

The words on the page jumped when she tried to read so she closed the book and lay in the dark. Her stomach gurgled and she felt like she was going to be sick. She pressed her hand to her forehead to stop the throbbing. She got up and pumped some water into the sink and splashed it on her face. When she lay down again she started burping, hating the taste of the beer now. Every time she closed her eyes the bed started to move. Outside something rustled in the trees. She lay in the dark with her eyes open and a terrible fear surged through her. It was the same feeling she’d had as a little kid watching Mitch walk out into the waves with his board. What if something happened to him and he didn’t come back? What if he was walking back along the road after the party and got hit by a car and died? Who would look after her? What would she do without him? She gulped in air, trying to calm herself, but the dark closed in around her and the Kombi felt like a coffin.

She woke with the sound of a car approaching, and lights through the windows. Her head ached and she was busting to go to the toilet. Car doors opened and slammed shut, then Mitch’s voice boomed out. ‘My humble abode.’

She heard a thud and a woman’s voice swearing, then laughing, the clack and sigh as someone sat on a camp chair, the click of the cassette player and the crunchy sound of a tape being inserted.

A man’s voice said, ‘Hey, Neil Young, I met him once.’

And the woman said, ‘Yeah, right.’

The man burst out laughing, ‘I did—’

But she cut him off. ‘You’re a bullshit artist, Christopher.’ She pronounced the last half of his name ‘far’ with exaggerated care, and Mitch laughed.

Ruby heard the scritch of a match, and recognised the sweet smell of dope.

‘Thanks,’ the woman murmured, and said something else Ruby didn’t hear.

‘My pleasure,’ Mitch said.

Their voices went in and out of the wailing guitars.

‘Grow lights,’ the man said. ‘Incredible heads . . .’

‘Fuckin’ punk . . . pistols,’ Mitch said.

When the music finished, there was just the murmur of the river and the woman said, ‘Let’s go for a swim.’

The man, Christopher, groaned.

‘Mitch?’ the woman prompted.

‘Oh, I’m there,’ Mitch said. She gave a little squeal, the chairs creaked, and their voices moved off.

‘Wait for me!’ Christopher called.

When it was quiet, Ruby got up and ran across the clearing and squatted, the wee splashing and making little wet dots over her toes and ankles. It seemed to go for a long time. She finished and was about to stand up when she heard someone coming up from the river. A man was humming but it wasn’t Mitch’s voice. The Kombi door slid open and it dipped as someone climbed inside.

She listened hard, but the man was not moving around. Then she heard the ping of something falling to the floor, a heavy creaking sound, then a few minutes later, his slow and steady breathing. She crept over to the Kombi. He had left the door slightly open and she could see his dark bulk lying full length on her bed.

She opened the front passenger door quietly, curled up with a striped towel under herself and went to sleep on the front seat. She dreamed she was lying in her mother’s lap and her mother was wearing a floral dress, white flowers on a dark background like stars against the night sky. She felt heavy and soft like a rag doll and a warm hand stroked her forehead. Her mother’s voice rose and fell as she read her a story then someone was yelling and she woke up.

The Kombi was shaking. Mitch screamed, ‘You fucker!’ and someone else was yelling but muffled, as if they had their head underwater. Ruby sat up. The sky was grey, light poured through the windscreen, and her head ached. Mitch was in the back pulling at the legs of the man who lay on the bed. A woman with a mane of blonde hair was outside, trying to stop Mitch from dragging the man onto the floor.

‘Dad!’ Ruby yelled, but no one heard her. ‘Dad!’ she yelled again.

Mitch turned around and his eyes went wide. He turned back to the man on the bed and punched him full in the face; there was a sickening noise of bone on bone.

‘What have you done, you fucker!’ Mitch yelled.

Ruby scrambled out of the front seat. ‘Dad!’ She pushed past the woman and squeezed in the back behind him.

‘Stop it!’ the woman was crying. ‘Stop it! Mitch!’ She wore just a bra and a sarong, and her hair and back were covered with mud.

The man was half sitting with both hands over his face, his eyes wide and frightened. Mitch grabbed him by the hair and pulled him forward, so his head was almost on his knees. ‘Get up!’

Ruby pushed between them. ‘Dad!’ Her chest was tight, and she felt like she was going to be sick.

‘What did he do to you? Tell me what he did!’ He spat the words at her.

‘Nothing,’ Ruby said. ‘He didn’t—’

‘Look at your face!’ Mitch shouted and shook the man again. The man’s eyes were wide open now and staring at her.

Ruby put her hand to her face and felt dried blood caked on her forehead, down her cheek and chin. ‘I fell, Dad,’ she said. ‘I hit my head.’ She pulled at his arm and pointed at the door where there was a smear of blood. ‘He didn’t do anything, Dad.’

Mitch let go and the man jumped to his feet and out of the Kombi.

‘You ought to apologise,’ the woman yelled at Mitch, grabbing the man’s arm.

‘I didn’t even know you had a kid,’ the man yelled. ‘You apologise, man!’

‘What was I supposed to think?’ Mitch jumped out of the Kombi and stood in front of them. ‘He was in her bed!’

‘That’s sick, man.’ The man backed away as he spoke.

Ruby was shaking. Mitch’s face frightened her. He took a step forward as if he was going to follow them.

‘Dad!’ Her voice sounded wobbly and strange.

The woman got behind the wheel of the car. She rolled the window down. ‘You should get her head looked at,’ she said angrily over the sound of the engine. ‘Looks like she needs stitches.’

‘Get some help for yourself while you’re there, you fuckin’ sicko,’ the man called.

After their car had rumbled away, the bush seemed very quiet. Mitch filled a bowl with water and sponged away the dried blood on her face. The water stung and she blinked back tears. Strands of pink blood swirled in the water. She closed her eyes and forced herself not to frown or grimace because he always said it took real strength to show no pain. She could feel fresh blood welling up and running down her face as he wiped the dried blood away.

He frowned at her forehead, dabbing at the blood. He asked her how it happened, and she told him, but she left out the bit about drinking the beer.

‘He had no business in the Kombi. Why didn’t he sleep in the car?’ He shook his head and laughed but not as if it was funny. ‘Fuckin’ dickhead.’

Her forehead felt tight and sore. Mitch dabbed at it again and she flinched.

‘Maybe she’s right,’ he said. ‘We should get that looked at.’

What was it that Mitch thought the man had done to her? Her head started spinning again and she thought she was going to be sick.
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The doctor replaced the tape and scissors on the tray of instruments with a click. ‘That was a nasty cut. You did really well, young lady. Most kids would be bawling by now. Want to have a look in the mirror?’

She nodded. ‘Where’s my dad?’ Mitch had been there when the doctor had started sewing up her head.

‘I told him to go and get some fresh air,’ the doctor said. ‘He looked like he needed it.’

Mitch said doctors and hospitals made him sick the way they profited off people’s misery and peddled false hope but this doctor seemed kind. She put a finger up and touched the puffy bandage taped to her forehead.

He passed her a mirror on a stick and she held it up. A large white bandage covered the top of her forehead and part of her hair.

‘Like my handiwork?’ the doctor asked.

She nodded.

‘Shouldn’t leave much of a scar, most of the stitches are up in your hairline.’ He put the mirror down. ‘OK, let’s just get this paperwork sorted, Miss Ruby Volkoff Mitchell.’ He looked up at her over his glasses. ‘Volkoff, that’s unusual. Russian, is it?’

She liked her full name when the doctor said it. She liked the way Volkoff added something extra to plain old Ruby Mitchell. She didn’t know if it was Russian. She only found out it was her middle name by accident when Mitch had been filling out their application for free healthcare and she had seen her birth certificate.

‘Ruby Volkoff Mitchell,’ she’d read aloud, liking the way it sounded, like rolling a big lolly around in your mouth. ‘Why didn’t you call me Ruby Anne or Ruby Josephine or—’

‘Because I didn’t have any say in it.’ Mitch flicked the birth certificate out of reach. ‘It’s your mother’s family name.’ The look on his face had said, End of story.

A woman poked her head around the door and gave it a little tap.

‘I’ve asked my friend Dianne to take you down to the cafeteria and get you something to eat,’ the doctor said. ‘That OK?’

The medicine they had given her made her head feel too big for her neck when she nodded.

‘Fancy a bit of breakfast, Ruby?’ Dianne had frizzy brown hair pulled back behind a scarf. She had a kind smile, showing crooked teeth.

Ruby slid carefully off the bed and followed her.

They walked along a corridor into a large room with a silver counter at one end and glass cases with sandwiches and cakes wrapped in plastic inside. Dianne picked up a tray from a pile at the end of the counter. Steam rose from the kitchen and sent the smell of baking bread out in puffs. Ruby’s mouth watered. But she didn’t pick up a tray.

Dianne slid open the door of one case and took out a sandwich and held it out. ‘Want one?’

Ruby shook her head. ‘I don’t have any money.’

Dianne put a hand on her arm. ‘This is the staff canteen. It’s free. Don’t be shy. Get yourself a tray.’

‘It’s all free?’ Ruby couldn’t believe it. She picked up a tray and slid it along the silver bench, following Dianne. As well as a cheese and tomato sandwich she chose a brown lamington, a vanilla slice, a strawberry Big M milk and a KitKat. She hated choosing. She kept thinking of what she was leaving behind – the chutney and cheese rolls, the neenish tarts, banana muffins, raspberry cheesecake; she wanted to take it all.

‘Whoa!’ Dianne said when Ruby sat down opposite her at the little table at the window. ‘You sure you got enough there?’

Ruby blushed and looked down at her loaded tray.

Dianne leaned across the table. ‘Hey, I was just kidding,’ she said in a gentle voice. ‘Have as much as you want. We can take something back for your dad too, if you like.’

He’d be so surprised, when she held out the free rolls, the cakes, the drinks. And pleased, he’d be pleased with her for thinking ahead. She smiled and ripped at the plastic around the sandwich, then took a big bite. The bread was soft and sweet, and she tasted the spurt of tomato seeds, the bland softness of the Kraft cheese slice. She took another hungry bite.

Dianne was sipping from a plastic cup of coffee. ‘Does your mum know where you are, Ruby?’ she asked, blowing at the coffee.

Ruby was suddenly alert, but she finished chewing, swallowed. Don’t lie about things they can check. ‘She died.’

Dianne nodded. ‘So, there’s just you and Dad.’ She watched Ruby over the rim of her cup.

Ruby nodded and took another bite so she could think. She swallowed. ‘We’re on holiday.’

‘That must be fun.’ Dianne tipped a spoonful of sugar into her drink and stirred it. ‘Is it fun, Ruby?’ Her voice had gone quiet. It sounded like the sort of voice you would use to coax an animal to come closer.

Ruby looked down at her sandwich. A piece of cheese hung out between the bread and it looked like yellow plastic. She put the sandwich down. ‘Yes.’

‘So, where’s home?’ Dianne put down her cup.

They’d rehearsed this enough times. Mitch always said, it’s more convincing if you offer specific detail. ‘Melbourne,’ Ruby said. ‘We live in Carlton, near Princes Park.’

Dianne looked at her and Ruby looked straight back. Don’t look away, don’t fiddle.

‘What about school?’

‘It’s just for a little while and they’re OK as long as I keep up with the homework. Dad helps me with that.’ She stabbed her straw through the silver circle on the top of the Big M and a little spray of pink milk burst out, spattering her cheek. She wiped it off and took a sip. It was sweet, too sweet after the tartness of the tomato and she picked it up and shook it slightly, feeling the heaviness of the milk sloshing back and forth inside the cardboard.

‘So, what happened to your head?’

‘I slipped and hit it on the door of the Kombi.’ She took another sip of the milk even though she didn’t want it now.

Dianne looked at her with her eyebrows raised as if she was expecting more. Then she leaned forward. ‘Sometimes when you’re in things, when you’re inside of them, they feel normal. But from the outside, they don’t look that way, do you know what I mean?’

Ruby twisted the end of her straw in her fingers. Dianne was talking in riddles but Mitch said that’s what they do, they try to trick you into saying something you’ll regret.

Dianne pushed the cup of coffee away and sighed. ‘Do you have other family, Ruby?’

‘No.’ But she couldn’t think straight. She and Mitch had never rehearsed this. Did she have other family?

‘Because I’m worried about you, Ruby. You’re not at school. Dad doesn’t seem to have a job. You move from place to place.’ She held out her hands with the palms turned outward. ‘Funny kind of life, isn’t it?’

Ruby jiggled the straw in the hole, thinking that Dianne must have been snooping to know these things about them. She put the milk down. Up close the vanilla slice looked sticky and unnaturally yellow. She remembered that Mitch told her people called them snot-blocks and she felt sick. Dianne asked a lot of questions. Maybe she was a policewoman.

‘I’ve had enough.’ Ruby pushed the tray away. She was sick with herself when she looked at the tray of food, how she’d fallen for that trick. They were sly, Mitch always said, asking you questions but using their eyes all the time, checking out the Kombi, the tyres, the rego sticker, trying to find a reason, any reason at all, to fine you or make you come down to the station. She pressed her lips shut. She wasn’t going to say another word to this Dianne.

Dianne leaned forward. ‘Look, I’m just here to make sure that you’re being treated all right.’ She lowered her voice even though there was no one else in the cafeteria.

She was pretending to be kind, Ruby thought, the way she kept changing her voice, acting like she was her friend.

‘Has anyone ever touched you in a way that made you uncomfortable?’ Dianne asked in a quiet voice as if she was telling her a secret.

Ruby shook her head. ‘Dad would kill them.’ She pushed her chair back. ‘Can we go and see my dad now?’

It took a while to find him. He was squatting in a patch of shade outside the hospital’s main entrance and she rushed up and bumped against him so hard he almost fell over.

‘Whoa!’ He laughed, steadying himself with his fingertips on the footpath and then standing up. ‘All better?’ He traced the bandage with his fingertips.

She stood close and he put his arm around her.

‘How’s my little chicken?’ he asked.

‘Do we have to stay in Toowoomba, Dad?’ She leaned into him.

He pushed her slightly away and looked into her face. ‘What’s up?’

She looked back at Dianne who stood outside the hospital doors watching them. ‘I don’t like this place.’

*

They pulled over on their way south at the beach at Burleigh Heads. Mitch wrapped her forehead in Gladwrap to cover the bandage and then pumped up the inner tube. On the beach she squatted in the shallows, collecting shells and seaweed.

‘Coming in?’ Mitch called, knotting one end of his board rope round the inner tube.

She squinted up at him, then stood up. ‘Mermaids first.’

‘Really?’ He used a whiny baby voice that made her want to laugh.

She put her hands on her hips. ‘Really.’

He dropped his shoulders and gave a loud huff. ‘Fine then.’ He funny-walked along the beach, knock-kneed. She giggled and ran ahead of him, then dropped to her knees and started scooping sand with her cupped hands. The sand was warm on top but the deeper she dug the colder it got, crumbling away in her fingers.

Mitch sat down in the hole, pushing and scraping the sand away until it was long enough to lie down in.

Ruby hummed and dug a trench for each arm.

‘Do I have to be a mermaid?’ Mitch asked in a sulky voice. ‘Can’t I be Neptune for a change, you could make a trident—’

‘No talking.’ She began scooping the sand back over his chest and arms.

‘What about a starfish?’ He wriggled his legs.

‘Do as you’re told,’ she said, tipping more sand on him. ‘Close your eyes.’

‘Sheesh. Bossy.’

Once she’d buried his body, she covered his forehead and hair with damp sand, adding green seaweed hair that streamed out around his head, then mounded mermaid breasts. She added a shell necklace and a large triangular tail.

‘Are you done?’

She wished she had a camera because he never got to see how it looked. She lay on top of him, resting her face on his, her arms spread out and covering his, feeling the weight and the warmth of his body under the sand. ‘You are my prisoner,’ she said in a robot voice.

‘Oh yeah? Let’s see about that!’ First his hands came out and he made them into claws and she squealed, then he scissored his legs, the tail collapsed and he sat up. She was already running down the beach but he passed her, scooping up the ankle rope and tying it round his ankle, dragging the inner tube behind him into the water. She raced after him, splashing into the cold water, grabbing for the tube and holding onto it as he swam, then pushing it down in the water and pulling herself into it. Soon they were beyond the shallows in deeper water, Mitch breaststroking ahead and her trailing and bobbing behind him, gulping and laughing, hair tipped back, face turned up to the sun.
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‘Woohoo!’ Mitch yelled at the sign. You are now leaving Queensland. He still had bits of sand in his eyebrows and it twinkled when he laughed.

‘Welcome to New South Wales!’ Ruby yelled and Mitch tooted the horn beep-de-beep-beep as they crossed the border.

She wound the window down and put her arm out. The wind tickled her fingers, making her laugh.

‘No more rednecks, no more pigs,’ Mitch said.

‘No more jellyfish, no more cane toads,’ she said happily. She took a deep breath of cool air, tasted the tang of eucalypts.

He hung his arm out his window. ‘I’ve got goose bumps!’ He laughed again. ‘And I swear I can smell the sea!’

‘And whales!’ A laugh bubbled up inside her. ‘They’ll be coming soon.’

‘No more whales. I’ve had enough of whales.’

He said going on and on about whales was boring. But she couldn’t learn enough about them. She reached over and got the map then smoothed it out. They weren’t far from Byron Bay, and she could see the little crosses she’d made on the map when she was small to show they had seen whales there. They had been high on a cliff and saw a big pod passing on their way to the Great Barrier Reef. She had never seen a whale close up, just their tails, the spray of misty water from their blowholes, their dark shapes passing from a distance. She would love to get close enough to see a whale’s eyes and to put her hand in the water and squeeze its rubbery fin.

‘Dunno where we are on any map. But we’re in our country. You can feel it, can’t you?’ He leaned forward to look up between the treetops. ‘Even the sky is different.’

It didn’t look that different to her. It was the same hard blue they had become used to in Queensland but with grey clouds gathering.

‘We’re near Mullumbimby.’ She followed the route with her finger. From there it was just a hop to Byron Bay and the little nub of the cape that jutted out into the Pacific. A perfect spot for whale watching.

They came over the top of a hill and beyond was a green valley, mountains thick with trees. ‘Mullum, Lismore, Nimbin.’ He savoured the names.

The grey clouds were darkening. ‘Dad, it’s gonna rain.’

‘Yep.’ He pounded the side of the Kombi with his fist. At the bottom of the hill the rain burst over them. Water sloshed off the windscreen wipers in fat ribbons. Mitch leaned forward and stared through the one patch of glass that was clear before the wiper came back again. They passed cows, huddled in a paddock, then a horse with its head bowed at a fence, like a brown statue. She wondered why they didn’t run and shelter under the trees.

Mitch weaved back and forth across the road, avoiding muddy potholes, the Kombi sliding in the mud. ‘We’re gonna get bogged if we stay on this road much longer,’ he shouted over the rain. It sounded like someone was punching the Kombi with giant fists.

The trees had thinned out ahead and she could see the railings of a bridge. They were on the bridge before she noticed the brown water bubbling up between the planks. It was like they were on a raft, floating over the rushing creek.

He planted his foot and the Kombi surged forward, then thumped down on the road on the other side.

‘Go, Dad!’ She laughed.

Mitch steered first one way, then the other, along the muddy road, leaving twisting tyre tracks that she could see in the side mirror, like the marks of a giant snake.

After a few kilometres they turned onto a made road and the rain eased. Now it was spitting and windy, raindrops clattering against the Kombi like a handful of stones. Then the wind dropped, and she heard a new sound, a faint knocking.

Mitch wound down his window and frowned, listening. The knocking was clearer now, and louder.

Ruby twisted round to check if it was something in the back that had come loose but everything was packed away.

Smoke came out from the rear – big dark puffs that smelled like hot rubber. Mitch stopped the Kombi at the side of the road, got out and opened the hatch then stepped away. Thick black smoke billowed and there was a burning metallic smell.

While he poked around in the back she sat with her legs hanging out of the open door. The rain had almost stopped, and the wind had died away, but it puffed up from time to time, sending the hot metal smell to her in bursts. His voice was muffled. ‘Can’t do anything till it’s cooled down.’ He turned and stood in the middle of the road with his hands on his hips, looking first one way, then the other.

‘Remember that time the clutch cable broke and we had to drive all that way in first gear?’ She hummed. The trip had taken ages. For the first hour they’d played ‘I Spy’ but they were moving so slowly that it was hard for them to find new things to see.

She swung her legs again, watching the drips from the doorframe falling into a puddle of brown water by the side of the road. ‘It could be the clutch,’ she said, although she didn’t remember smoke last time, just a crunching metal sound that made her clench her teeth.

She looked up. Mitch wasn’t listening. He was standing in the middle of the road waving his arms at a tractor that was coming towards him with a flashing yellow light on its roof.

*

It was dark by the time the tow truck arrived. The Kombi groaned as it was winched up by a big chain. Too late she remembered her shells, and imagined them sliding around in the shoebox, then tipping out onto the floor, rolling around and breaking into pieces. The driver, an old man in a baseball cap, switched the chain off, and climbed slowly in behind the wheel of the tow truck.

‘Can I go in the Kombi, Dad?’ She hated seeing it like that, broken and hanging from a chain, the front of it lit up red from the taillights of the tow truck.

‘Just hurry up and get in the truck,’ Mitch said, frowning at her and hoisting his bag onto one shoulder.

She climbed up the high step and Mitch got in beside her. The old man started the engine and the lights in the cabin of the truck came on.

‘Name’s Cameron,’ he said, glancing across at Mitch.

‘I’m Mitch, mate.’ Mitch waved his hand. ‘This is Ruby.’

The old man looked down at her then touched the front of the old baseball cap and winked. His face folded and creased into a smile and she smiled back. The rain had started up again and fat raindrops bounced off the hood of the truck.

Mitch raised his voice over the rain. ‘Not used to the cold,’ he said to the old man. ‘Been up north, nice and hot.’

The old man didn’t answer, and Ruby wondered if he’d heard. He squinted through the windscreen with an unlit cigarette between his lips, driving slowly up a long hill with trees rising up on both sides. He flicked a switch and the windscreen wipers sped up, slurping against the windscreen.

Mitch poked Ruby with his elbow and when she looked at him he crossed his eyes and poked his tongue out of one side of his mouth. She looked away, scared that she would laugh.

Cameron said something.

‘Sorry, mate,’ Mitch said, leaning forward to look at the old man. ‘Didn’t catch that.’ He gave her another poke with his elbow.

Cameron took the cigarette out of his mouth and tucked it behind his ear. He waved his hand out at the darkness. They were travelling down the other side of the hill now and the rain had eased off. Far below, Ruby could see lights twinkling. ‘Ever been to the Bay before?’ His voice was unexpectedly loud as if he was accusing Mitch of something.

‘The Bay?’

‘Whalers Bay,’ Cameron said roughly.

‘Can’t say I have,’ Mitch said. ‘Been just about everywhere else—’

The old man cut him off. ‘Lived here all me life. Never needed to go anywhere else.’ Then he put the cigarette back between his lips as if there was nothing more to say.

Whalers Bay, Ruby thought excitedly. ‘Will we see lots of whales?’

‘We live in hope,’ Cameron said. ‘Have a look in there.’ He nodded at the glove box.

Ruby reached over and opened it. She took out a black leather case. Inside was a pair of large binoculars.

She held them up and looked through the windscreen. The sky was going dark so she couldn’t see much except blurry dark shapes that could be trees.

‘Borrow them if you like.’

She clutched them to her chest, imagining herself on the beach or a cliff seeing the whales and their calves up close. ‘Can I, Dad?’

Mitch gave a little shake of his head, pursed his lips. ‘Thanks, mate, but she’s got binoculars.’

‘But mine are toy ones, Dad. These ones are real.’

He leaned in and spoke in her ear. ‘Put. Them. Back.’

She slipped them back into the case and returned it to the glove box. Mitch slammed it shut.

She leaned away from him, her lips pressed tight, staring out the windscreen.

The road levelled out. Dark trees shooshed by as they picked up speed. A fence glowed white in the dark, then another, then the trees thinned out and they turned left onto a street. Between the few streetlights, the pale shapes of houses and a row of shops under an old-fashioned verandah slipped by.

Cameron slowed and pulled in under a sign that said Petrol. His door creaked when he opened it and she imagined it was his legs creaking. He got out slowly. Mitch opened the other door and jumped out.

‘You wait here,’ Mitch said grumpily.

She pulled a face and crossed her arms.

The old man put a key in the lock then pushed the glass door of the shop open and switched on the lights. Mitch moved back and forth inside while the old man put his glasses on and pulled a book out from behind the counter. Mitch walked over and looked at the page that the old man was pointing at.

The rain drummed on the roof of the truck and ran in thick streams down the windscreen. It was like looking at them underwater: Mitch’s body all wiggly and strange, waving his arms, the old man a thin blur as he took his glasses off and swung them back and forth as Mitch talked. Then Mitch was moving, out the door, running with his head down past the truck. She turned and watched as he swung open the front door of the Kombi, reached inside, then ran past her again, the pale shape of the envelope in his hand.

The inside of the windscreen was beginning to fog up. She opened the glove box and took the binoculars out of the case then held them up to her eyes. Mitch had his back to her, talking to the old man. The old man was writing something carefully in the folder and he looked up and stared out at the rain. Was that a squiggle of rain on the glass or was he smiling? Mitch turned and she quickly lowered the binoculars, but even without them she could see his face was taut and he clenched and unclenched his fists. She waved but he didn’t move. She had the strange feeling that she was invisible.

‘Where are we going, Dad?’ she asked when both men came back to the truck. Mitch had the faraway look on his face that he got when their money was low or when they were moved on by the police for busking without a permit. She had a tight feeling in her chest.

The old man started up the engine and began backing slowly out onto the street.

‘Cameron knows a spot where we can camp till we’ve got something sorted out.’ Mitch gave her a frown, a small shake of the head as if to say, No more questions now.

In the rear-view mirror the Kombi looked like a broken toy, swaying from side to side on the chain. They drove back the way they’d come, then Cameron turned left. They drove along a dark country road and then turned up a steep dirt track half hidden by trees. The headlights picked out the tops of tall bushy shrubs, the side of a house, then an old shed. Cameron manoeuvred the truck and lowered the Kombi onto a patch of cracked concrete sheltered by the roof of the shed.

Mitch bobbed down and helped to undo the chain. ‘That should do,’ the old man said. ‘You’ll be out of the rain.’

‘Thanks, mate,’ Mitch said, trying to sound friendly. ‘Really appreciate it.’ Ruby felt his hand in the middle of her back, pushing her forward.

‘Thanks, Cameron,’ she said. She was sorry to see him go.

The old man touched her shoulder, the weight of his palm felt warm and steady. ‘Back in the morning for a proper look,’ he said roughly. He started the truck and did a tight circle, his headlights swinging over the building catching the sloping tin roof of a house, a back verandah, a green door, before the light swung around again and he bumped away down the track, the chain jingling.

The truck’s taillights disappeared, and the place seemed very dark. The trees on the other side of the fence whooshed in the wind and she moved closer to Mitch. ‘Where are we, Dad?’

‘Fuck knows. All I know is we’re stranded here. The Kombi’s fucked and he’s never worked on one before, only worked on Holdens.’ Mitch hit the side of the Kombi with his fist and she jumped. ‘Fuck!’

When she spoke her voice sounded squeaky and small. ‘Will we set up, Dad?’

He was quiet for so long she wondered if he’d heard her. Then he grunted and hoisted himself up onto the roof and began to untie the tarp.

She switched on the headlights and they pegged the tent out on the scrubby grass on the other side of the Kombi. He bent three pegs hammering them in, even though she could hear from the sound of the hammer he’d hit rock and the pegs wouldn’t go in any further. He pulled the guy ropes too tight and she knew by morning they would have worked themselves loose, but she didn’t say anything. She moved around quietly, trying to stay out of his way.

There was a pile of wood beside the shed. While he was setting up his bed she got out the torch and worked her way around the shed and up to the fence line, picking up twigs and sticks for kindling.

Once she got the fire going she slid open the door of the Kombi, holding her breath, preparing for the mess inside. But everything was as she had left it, including the shoebox full of shells, which was jammed down beside the mattress. She pulled off the lid and felt the shells’ hard, whole shapes through the cotton wool with her fingers, then wrapped them again and put them in the drawer under her bed.

Mitch was toasting sandwiches over the fire, and the smell made her hungry. He squatted and waved the jaffle iron slowly back and forth across the flames, staring into the fire. The cheese dripped and spat as it fell into the flames. He picked up a plate then opened the jaws of the iron and shook one sandwich out. The second one was stuck, and he gave the iron an extra shake, twisting the handle as he did. The sandwich came loose but missed the plate and fell into the fire. She grabbed a stick and tried to flip it over and out of the flames.

‘Fuckin’ leave it,’ Mitch said, and stood up. He handed her the plate. ‘You have it. I’m going to bed.’

She sat on her chair by the fire, but she didn’t feel hungry anymore. She heard him moving around in the tent, and then it was quiet. The fire flickered and then a gust of wind blew the flames sideways and the pile of sticks fell and settled into a mass of sparks. She looked up. Shadows moved across the ground, and at the edges of the firelight the bushes made strange shapes.

‘Dad?’ She waited but he didn’t answer. She tipped the rest of her sandwich into the fire, then threw some dirt on it to put it out.

In bed she listened to the wind whistling around the Kombi, the hollow sound it made. She could smell the smoke from the fire as the rain hissed on the last of the embers. She pulled a crocheted blanket up on top of her sleeping bag and burrowed deep into her pillow, listening to the tick-tick as water dripped from the shed roof and down onto the Kombi.
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The sky was cloudless and there was little sign of last night’s rain. The flap of Mitch’s tent fluttered in the cool breeze. Ruby peeked inside and was relieved to see his bed was empty. When he was really mad he could stay in bed all day.

She had just lit the fire when a grey ute bumped towards her, Cameron behind the wheel. She waved.

‘Brought me mate,’ he said through the open window, jerking his thumb at a brown kelpie who was tied up in the back, with his ears pricked, his mouth half open and his tongue hanging out. Cameron came slowly round the back and untied the dog, who stood patiently until the old man told him to jump and then he leapt onto the ground. Ruby let the dog sniff her hand before she patted him.

‘Gets lonely by himself at the shop,’ Cameron said, standing with his hands on his hips, rocking himself from side to side.

‘What’s his name?’ Ruby dropped to her knees and rubbed the dog’s head.

‘Errol,’ the old man said. ‘Wife had a thing for Errol Flynn.’ He dropped a piece of wood with wheels on the concrete floor behind the Kombi and put a toolbox down beside it.

Errol bumped his head against Ruby’s hand, and she laughed. She didn’t know who Errol Flynn was. ‘Errol,’ she said, rubbing his head. The dog closed his eyes and stood still like he was hypnotised.

‘Your dad around?’

‘He’s gone for a walk.’

‘He often do that? Goes off and leaves you on your own?’ Cameron asked, frowning.

She shook her head. ‘I can make us a cup of tea if you like.’ She was glad to change the subject.

‘Can’t sit round all day,’ Cameron said gruffly. He gazed across the yard past the fence to where paddocks sloped away to a line of tall green trees. ‘How long you think he’ll be?’

Sometimes he was gone for ages. ‘Not long,’ she said, feeding the sticks into the flames and putting the billy of water on to boil.

‘Go on then,’ Cameron said. ‘I’ll have mine black with two sugars.’ He kicked the wooden board on wheels across the concrete and then lay on it and pushed himself under the Kombi.

She sat cross-legged on the ground, and Errol lay down beside her with his head on his paws. She leaned sideways to look underneath. ‘I can help,’ she said. ‘I help Dad when he’s fixing the Kombi.’

‘Pass me a screwdriver then,’ he said. His voice was muffled.

‘Flat blade or cross blade? Small or large?’

‘Just give me the one with the yellow handle.’ He had a laugh in his voice. He reached out his hand. His fingers were black with grease. She leaned in and passed him the screwdriver.

He turned his head and looked at her. His eyes were pale grey, like rainclouds. ‘Shouldn’t you be in school?’

‘I’m on holidays,’ she said, automatically. Having said it so often it didn’t seem like a lie anymore. It wasn’t a lie, Mitch said, it was a way of keeping people’s noses out of their business.

Cameron tapped at something and squinted his eyes against the dust that fell in a shower onto his face.

‘Can I ask you a question?’ Ruby said.

‘You can ask, dunno if I’ll have the answer.’ He grunted and reached his arm out sideways. ‘Pliers.’

She took the screwdriver out of his hand and passed him the pliers. He made some tapping noises then slid out and lay blinking up at the sky.

‘How old are you?’ Ruby asked.

‘How old do you think?’

‘I don’t know.’ Then she looked at him again. ‘Really old,’ she said. ‘You’re the oldest person I’ve ever met.’

He coughed and sucked at his top lip. ‘What about your grandma or your grandpa?’

‘Haven’t got any.’

‘Everyone’s got grandparents,’ he said. ‘How do you think your mum and dad came into the world?’

She thought about this for a moment. Mitch had never mentioned grandparents. The only relatives he had ever mentioned were the Volkoffs, who he said hated them. But they weren’t grandparents, were they? ‘There’s just Dad and me.’

He moved back under and tapped with the pliers again, then he pushed himself along the concrete and out to the other end of the Kombi. Ruby carried the toolbox around to the back and put it down carefully. Errol followed her. Cameron got to his feet slowly and used the rag to turn the handle on the hatch. He peered inside at the engine.

‘Dad’s always fixing the Kombi. Once, when the starter motor was jammed, we had to rock it from side to side to start it. There was this big bus, full of tourists, from Japan or Korea, and they took photos of us from the bus. Dad said they could have at least got out and given us a hand.’

Cameron’s voice was muffled. ‘Are you gonna talk all morning or are you gonna pass me that torch?’

Ruby’s face went hot. She scrabbled through the toolbox. Mitch always said that she had to learn when to shut up.

‘Keep your hair on,’ Cameron said when she fumbled and nearly dropped the torch. He made a snorting sound that could have been laughter.

She switched it on and held it over his shoulder.

‘That’s the spot.’ He nodded his head at a spot just in front of him. ‘Just there.’ He put both hands deep inside the engine. ‘Now hold it still.’

She held the torch up higher, aiming at his hands. The brown spots on them stood out under the bright light.

‘So, he’s a bit of a whiz, is he?’ His black fingers fiddled with a small blue lead that snaked out of a black box.

‘He can fix anything,’ she said.

But he was frowning, leaning into the engine, only half listening.

‘We win prizes too. We won first at Hughenden and Maryborough shows, they’re in Queensland, and Dad and me, we’ve been invited to perform with a circus, only we don’t like them because they keep animals in cages and it’s no life for wild animals. We don’t like zoos, either. Poor animals, thousands of miles from home, in the wrong country, with the wrong weather and everything, it’s cruel!’

Cameron closed the hatch.

‘Can you fix it?’ she asked. She nibbled at her fingernail.

‘That’s up to your dad.’ He pulled out the rag again and wiped his fingers. ‘I’m ready for that cup of tea now,’ he said, ‘if the offer’s still going.’

‘Come on, Errol,’ she said, and the dog got up and followed her. She made Cameron a cup of tea in Mitch’s red mug, leaving the string dangling over the edge. She was glad he didn’t want milk, because they didn’t have any. He took a seat in Mitch’s chair. He narrowed his eyes against the steam and took a sip, then lifted the teabag out and threw it on the fire.

Ruby leaned against the side of the Kombi with her hands flat against it. The sun had come out and the metal was warm under her hands and down her back.

‘Who lives there?’ Ruby asked, jerking her head towards the house.

‘It’s my mate Jim’s place,’ Cameron said. ‘Grew up together, me and Jim.’ He took another long sip. ‘I keep an eye on it for him.’ He was silent for a moment, his watery eyes staring into the fire.

‘Hoy!’ Mitch called, walking fast up the slope, bright blue harem pants and pink singlet glowing against the green paddock behind him. When he got to the fence he put one hand on the post and leapt over. He was puffing when he got to them, his cheeks were red, his hair streamed around his head with the wind. ‘Come to have a look?’

‘I helped, Dad.’ Ruby pushed herself off the side of the Kombi. She wanted him to notice Errol. ‘Look, Dad—’

‘Shhh, Rube.’ Mitch frowned at her.

The old man tipped the rest of the tea out by the side of the fire. He stood up. ‘Checked the seals, the gasket and the pump. Looks like your pistons are f—’ He coughed and glanced at Ruby. ‘The piston rings need replacing.’

‘You’re sure it’s not just an oil leak?’ Mitch trapped his flyaway hair with his hands, holding it flat against his head.

‘Like I say, pistons have had it.’ Cameron bent over and began repacking his tools into the kit.

‘What’s the damage?’ Mitch asked.

The old man shook his head. ‘I’d have to get a quote on the parts—’

‘Just an estimate, I won’t hold you to it,’ Mitch said.

The old man picked up the toolkit and held it with both arms to his chest. ‘Two grand?’ He shrugged and the tools rattled in the box. ‘Somewhere round there.’

Mitch dropped his hands and blew his breath out in one long whoosh. Then he turned around and walked away to the top of the track and stood there, looking down.

Ruby filled a mug with boiling water and took a cup of tea over to him. ‘Dad,’ she said, holding out the mug.

He stared straight ahead, as if he wasn’t really seeing anything.

She took his hand and touched his fingers to the handle and he took it from her but he didn’t drink.

‘Two thousand bucks,’ he said. ‘You know how long it’ll take us to save two grand?’ He spat the words out. Then he looked over her shoulder at Cameron, who was leaning into the back of the ute, putting his toolbox and his rags away.

Two thousand dollars! She picked up a stick and wrote the number in the damp dirt. She had never even seen that much money. They’d never had that much money. She quickly scratched it away.

‘Let me know what you decide.’ Cameron took off his baseball cap. A surprisingly curly mat of white hair sprung out from underneath it. He whacked the cap against his leg and Errol got up from where he lay beside the Kombi. Cameron pulled his cap back on again. ‘There’s no hurry.’ He nodded at the house. ‘You can camp here as long as you like. Me mate won’t be back for a while.’ He reached into the pocket of his overalls, pulled out a crumpled cigarette and put it behind his ear, then walked to the ute and climbed inside. He pushed open the passenger side door then Errol hopped up and the door slammed shut.

They stood and watched as he bumped past them and down the track. Ruby lifted her stick and waved.

‘Fuckin’ old crook. If I had the right tools I could fix it myself,’ Mitch growled. He lifted his arm and she thought he was waving too, but an arc of brown tea flew up and out, scattering over the bushes, droplets just missing the back of the ute. She could just see the old man’s head over the steering wheel, thought he glanced up in the rear-view mirror, then just as quickly looked away.

*

Later that afternoon the clouds rolled in and it started raining again. Mitch lay full length on the front seat with a pillow behind his head trying to read One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest but after a while he tossed the book aside and sat up then wrapped his arms around the steering wheel. He stared out the windscreen at his tent, which shivered and flapped in the breeze. Ruby sat at the table and drew a picture of Errol standing beside the ute, his mouth open wide in a yawn.

Then Mitch joined her at the table. He tore a sheet of paper from the pad, picked up a texta, chewed on the end, doodled a bit, then started writing. After he finished, he pushed it across the table towards her.

Handyman. Gardener. Trees lopped. Rubbish removed. No job too small. Leave a message for Mitch at the garage.

‘That’s great, Dad.’

She wriggled straighter on the seat. He’d get lots of work, people always wanted their gardens cleaned up. She added a picture of a lawnmower, a tree and a chainsaw to the sign.

When they had a stack of posters they walked down the steep track, left along the unmade road, then right at the main road, across the bridge over a rushing creek and on into town.

Mitch made her take her raincoat, a pink plastic one with Barbie dressed as a ballerina twirling on the back. She hoped it wouldn’t rain because she didn’t want to wear it. She hated Barbie, but Mitch said she’d been mad for the coat when she saw it at an op shop, even though she was only five at the time and it was way too big for her.

It was Monday afternoon and there was no one about. They passed a dozen houses on either side of the street, small wooden cottages with verandahs and neat gardens. She memorised what it all looked like so she could draw it for Mitch later.

‘Pooo!’ Mitch pulled a face. ‘What’s that stink?’

‘It smells fishy, like fish!’

At the other end of the street, a long building behind a high wire fence puffed out grey steam and workers in white coats, hairnets and gumboots carried boxes out to waiting trucks.

‘Jesus,’ Mitch said, ‘North Coast Tuna. What a place to put a fucking fish factory!’

‘It stinks, Dad.’ She wrinkled her nose.

‘OK, let’s get this over with.’

He hurried ahead and she half ran behind him, stopping at light poles where he tore bits of sticky tape off a roll with his teeth and she held the flapping piece of paper flat while he stuck it down.

They passed a small red brick school behind a diamond wire fence. A low hum came from the school building. A rhythmic chanting, with hands clapping, keeping time.

‘What are they doing, Dad?’ She couldn’t make out the words.

‘Who cares?’ He pushed at a clump of trailing leaves that hung over the school fence. ‘That’s the sound of spirits being squashed.’ He jerked his head angrily at the building.

She tore some leaves off, and they were peppery and clean, blocking out the fishy smell. She stopped and listened. They were saying the times tables! She’d never thought of them like a song before, or a poem. Hers were on a plastic placemat that had been washed so often that most of the numbers were worn off. She didn’t remember learning them, or even repeating them to herself. One day when she was counting their money and trying to work out how long it would last she had multiplied the number of days till their next talent quest by the amount they needed each day and the answer just came to her. As if the numbers had jumped straight from the placemat and into her brain.

At the shops Mitch suggested they split up. ‘I’ll go and see Cameron about this.’ He waved the bunch of flyers. ‘You do the shopping.’

She hurried to the general store at the end of the street, opposite the factory gates, passing a butcher’s shop where a radio played ‘Who Can It Be Now?’. Mitch said, whether you liked it or hated it, it was good that a song about being left the hell alone had gone to number one. The hairdresser’s and the Lions Club op shop had signs saying they were shut on Mondays. The newsagent’s was open and a man with glasses leaned on the counter reading the paper, but he didn’t look up as she hurried by.

She was glad to get inside the general store, away from the smell. She took a basket and bought the same things they always did – pasta, bread, eggs, milk, cheese, bananas and whatever vegetables looked fresh. The lady behind the counter had grey hair in tight curls and glasses that hung on a glittery chain around her neck. She watched the TV mounted in the corner above her head where a woman in a nurse’s uniform with big hair stared into the eyes of a man who lay in a hospital bed. When Ruby got to the checkout the lady reluctantly turned away from the TV to serve her.

‘Seven forty,’ the lady said after she’d rung it up on the register.

Ruby counted out her money. She had only brought seven dollars. She picked up the bread. ‘I forgot, we don’t need this.’

The lady nodded. ‘Peter Jacksons, love?’ she asked someone over Ruby’s head.

Ruby turned around and almost collided with Cameron, who was taking a note out of his wallet.

‘Just take it out of mine, Else,’ he said. He held a ten-dollar note out.

It was only forty cents, but Ruby knew she couldn’t take it. Mitch had told her over and over that the minute you let someone buy you something, you were in debt. And you never want to owe anyone anything.

‘It’s OK,’ she said, ducking her head. ‘I forgot we’ve got heaps of bread.’ She hoped he wouldn’t see that her face was red. ‘Thanks,’ she said over her shoulder, hoping she hadn’t hurt his feelings. She took the bread back and swapped it for two rolls and waited until she was sure Cameron was gone.

‘Heart of gold, that man.’ The lady dropped the rolls into the plastic bag with the rest of the things, then counted out Ruby’s change.

When she got outside she could see where Mitch had been from all the white pieces of paper on lampposts along the street, but she couldn’t see him anywhere. The wind whipped up and seagulls shrieked and squabbled around big bins by the factory gates. The building was so long and big it blocked any view of the beach or the water. But above the rumble of trucks, the shouts of the workers and the hum of a big box on the roof she could hear the waves swishing and bumping on the sand out of sight on the other side.

The wind shifted and the fishy smell had a heaviness to it now, like it would seep into her clothes and hair. She crossed the street quickly, hurrying past the pub on the corner where she heard a man shout with laughter through the open windows, then a hardware shop and a bakery with the chairs and tables stacked up inside. She reached Cameron’s garage, set back from the street, with its battered-looking petrol bowser out front. Mitch and Cameron were inside. Mitch was much taller than Cameron and the beak of Cameron’s cap was pointing up at the roof as they talked. Mitch had his hands deep in the pockets of his hoodie but after a while he took one out and they shook hands. She waved at the two of them and Cameron tapped the brim of his cap. Errol came to the door and stood looking out, his tail wagging.

Mitch’s smile dropped the moment he came out the door. He hitched his bag on his shoulder, looking back at the garage with a frown.

‘Was he OK about people leaving messages for you, Dad?’

‘Yeah, yeah, that was fine.’ He flapped his hand. ‘He wants me to be earning money just as much as I do. He said there’s always work at the tuna factory.’ He snorted.

‘Isn’t that good, Dad?’

‘Can you see me in a place like that? Clocking on, clocking off, carting tubs of fish guts?’ He shuddered. ‘No fuckin’ way. He gave me a lecture about how the factory keeps the town alive, like I should be grateful. As if I care.’

The groceries were heavy, and she swapped the plastic bag to her other hand.

He shoved his hands back into the pockets of his hoodie. ‘He gave us the keys to his mate’s place.’ But he was scowling.

‘What’s wrong, Dad?’

He stopped and looked down at her. ‘I dunno. He’s got some kind of agenda.’ He shook his head.

She looked up at his face, wishing he didn’t look so gloomy. She nodded at the houses on either side of the street. ‘There’s a lot of gardens round here though, aren’t there? I bet lots of people will want someone to come round and fix them up.’

He put his hand on her shoulder and they walked on. At the bridge they stopped to look down at the rushing water. Ruby picked up some autumn leaves and threw them over the side but the wind caught them and they drifted backwards and into the bushes on the side of the creek.

‘Come on.’ He reached out towards the plastic bag full of shopping. ‘Give me that.’ He swung it over his shoulder and they walked the rest of the way back in silence.
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It took Ruby a week to adjust to sleeping in the house. Even though it was only a four-room cottage with a kitchen tacked on the back, it felt enormous. At night in bed she listened to the sounds of the house settling, the murmur of the radio in the kitchen where Mitch sat by the wood stove, the creaking of the old weatherboards and the wind that whistled through the cracks in the floorboards.

Her room had a single iron bedstead, an old wooden wardrobe and a faded rug on the floor. She put a chair next to her bed and brought her mushroom lamp in from the Kombi along with her notebooks and clothes. Gradually the room began to lose its sense of strangeness.

Mitch walked into Whalers Bay every morning that first week, knocking on doors to see if anyone had any work.

Her days alone at the house seemed very long. No one ever came along their road because it didn’t go anywhere. Just past the house the road petered out into a small track that got lost in the undergrowth at the base of the hill. Cameron said the road was built in the olden days so timber cutters could cart cedar logs out of the forest.

One morning she waited until Mitch left to find work, then she followed their road straight ahead instead of turning right towards town.

At the intersection with the main road she hung back, but there was no traffic and no one to see her. Autumn leaves skittered along the empty road. She ran across and continued along the dirt road which rose gently into the hills on the other side. She’d never been that way before and it felt like an adventure to sneak out on her own. She kept to the side of the road. The sky was pastel with scudding light clouds. She picked up a long stick, hitting the grass with it, drops of rain spattering her legs.

As the road climbed she had a clear view of the bay beyond the fish factory and she stood there, hoping for some sign of humpbacks travelling north. But the sea was smooth and glassy.

Her legs were getting tired when she spotted a horse. It was standing at the far edge of a paddock beside a house that looked just like their place, with a wide verandah and a steep tin roof. But it had a tidy front garden and a new fence. The horse lifted its head towards her, then looked away. There was no one around so she climbed the fence and sat on top. She made a clicking noise with her tongue, but the horse moved away. He was sturdy, reddish brown with a white streak between his eyes.

‘What’s your name?’ she said softly. ‘I’m Ruby, from up the road.’

A gate screeched in the far corner of the paddock and a man came through carrying a bucket. She jumped down and crouched behind the bushes at the foot of the fence. The horse mustn’t have been hungry because it stayed where it was while the man emptied the bucket into a tub on the other side of the paddock. When he was gone the horse moved towards the tub and away from her. He was shy, she thought as she walked home. Next time she would bring some carrots or sugar and see if she could get the horse to come to her and eat.

*

They had been in Whalers Bay for a month and Mitch had picked up two jobs, one helping a lady clear her gutters and prune her trees, the other clearing out a house of its furniture after the owner died. Getting the Kombi fixed seemed further away than ever. Mitch said Whalers Bay was a tight-arse town so he was going to hitchhike into Bombora and try his luck there.

Mitch thought if they could get the ad right, he’d get more work. But she knew the ad wasn’t the problem. It was the way he looked. People turned to stare when he walked down the main street. They stared at his shaggy wool jumper with the row of llamas in a line across the centre, his tight purple velvet pants, the long blond ponytail that reached almost to his waist. His skin was deep brown against his white blond hair, and his eyes were as blue as a summer sky. They’d never seen anyone so handsome. He was so handsome ladies stopped talking and watched him walk past. Men looked away.

She wished she could hitch a ride with him into Bombora, even though she didn’t like the idea of knocking on doors and asking for work.

Mitch folded the ads into the front pocket of his denim overalls, picked up his sunglasses from the table and slid them on top of his head.

‘Can’t I come with you?’

‘You know the deal,’ he said, swooping to kiss the top of her head. At the back door he turned around. ‘Bye, Rube.’

‘See ya.’ She could hear him waiting, feel his eyes boring into the back of her head. She turned around.

‘You know how I feel about sulking,’ he said.

‘I’m not.’ She tried to make her voice normal, happy.

He straightened up. ‘Give us a smile then.’

She forced her lips upward but knew he was waiting for more. She opened her smiling mouth to show her teeth, raised her eyebrows high so she looked really happy.

‘That’s what I like to see.’ He waved and stepped out through the back door.

The door slammed and his steps faded. The smile was still there, frozen on her face. He said that if you made yourself look happy, even if you were feeling miserable, your feelings would follow your face. She sat there waiting, her mouth stretched wide in the smile, her eyebrows arched high, but the muscles in her face started to get tired. She put her elbows on the table and stared across to the kitchen windows and out to the trees that were shaking and bending in the wind.

She swung her legs back and forth, bumping her feet against the cardboard box Mitch had left for her under the kitchen table, filled with her books and diaries. The first diary began before she could read and write. It was from 1977 and her first entry in January was one she had dictated ‘we seed a dolphin’. Mitch wrote it in big wide letters underneath her blue squiggle and added, ‘Robe, South Australia’. As they crisscrossed the country her drawings developed faster than her words. When they’d arrived in Whalers Bay she’d started a new diary, but Mitch told her not to bother, she should get on with her Pompeii project. He got the idea from the National Geographic. Jim had a stack of them in the shed, some of them dating back to the fifties. ‘Right wing, US-centric rag,’ Mitch said, flipping through them. ‘But you can’t beat their photos.’ It was time they did some history again, he said, looking at the spread of photos about the eruption of Vesuvius.

She pushed her chair back and went along the hallway to the front verandah where he’d set up her worktable. She tipped her head and looked at the bumpy papier-mâché landscape that she’d constructed on a piece of chipboard on top of the table. She’d had some trouble with the volcano, making it look live and dangerous had been hard until Mitch had come back one afternoon with some red glitter in a small glass tube that he’d found in a box of broken Christmas decorations at the tip. She’d sprinkled the glitter in the centre and down one side of the tall brown mound that was Vesuvius. When Mitch held a lit cigarette underneath it’s hollow centre it looked like the volcano was sending up plumes of smoke and a river of hot lava was glowing down the side.

She painted streams of red paint spilling down to the green valley, heading for the white cubes of the town. She used matchboxes for the buildings and painted them white, cutting out squares for windows and doors and gluing them in higgledy-piggledy because that’s the way people lived back then, all squashed in together in those little winding streets. Mitch had shown her how to use the pliers to shape the chicken wire into the outline of a person. She had twenty of them to stand in the doorways of shops and in the streets of Pompeii. She picked one up, a triangle with a circle on top, and tried to imagine how to make it look real.

She went and sat on the top step and started tearing newspaper into strips, dropping them into an old plastic bucket at her feet. From here she had a view down the hill to the bay and the headland that enclosed it on each side, the town cupped between them.

She half filled the bucket and squeezed a few big dollops of glue in, then plunged both her hands in and mulched the glue and paper together, turning it to a slippery grey sludge.

The first figure would be the priest Pythagoras, standing in the garden beside a small temple, admiring the flowers but wondering why the birds had gone quiet. She stuck pieces of the gluey paper over the frame to make a long flowing robe. She wanted him standing with his hands behind his back, but she’d done something wrong with his shoulders and it looked from the front like he had no arms. She pinched and squeezed it but only made it worse. She hated the way her ideas and the things she made never matched up. She shoved him into the bucket and went inside to wash her hands.

She wandered up the hallway, trailing her fingers along the wall. She passed the front room with its overstuffed old couch and TV. She’d tried watching TV when Mitch wasn’t there but she couldn’t lose herself in it the way he said people did. The door to the room where he slept was ajar.

They had rules about privacy. She had to say, ‘Knock knock,’ and wait for him to tell her she could come in, and he always asked her permission to come inside her room. But he wasn’t home.

She lay on the sleeping bag that he’d spread out on the bed. The room smelled of his flowery sweaty smell. She opened the heavy catches of the old red suitcase and burrowed under his t-shirts and sarongs and their towels, until she felt the cover of his precious book and the envelope tucked inside. She’d found it by accident one night when she went into his tent to get a clean towel and the book fell out, spilling the Kodak envelope with the photos inside.

Whenever they broke camp and started packing up, she ticked off every item on her list. Mitch made fun of her, but she liked to know that they hadn’t left anything behind. Every single thing they owned was on that list – including her diaries and scrapbooks, his two tubs of board wax and thirtyone music tapes and his never-to-be-touched signed-by-the-author copy of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, which he said would be worth a fortune one day. But there was no Kodak envelope on the list.

He always said there were to be no secrets. But neither of them mentioned the yellow envelope, or the photos inside.

Mitch in a white shirt was brushing his hair away with one hand, laughing, his arm around a small woman with dark hair who looked up at him. He had his head bent towards her and she had her face turned up towards him like people do before they kiss. That first time Ruby looked at it she felt a tingling that made the hairs stand up on her arms. It was her mother, she knew it. Her body knew it. She felt a jolt like her mother had reached out from the photo and touched her hand.

In the second photo they were sitting on the grass in a garden. Mitch was wearing a poncho and was lying back propped on his elbows. Her mother sat cross-legged next to him, with a daisy chain wound round her head, the white flowers glowing like tiny stars against the blackness of her hair. She looked straight at the camera, with a small smile, as if she knew Ruby was there, looking. Ruby touched her own dark hair.

Ruby ran her fingers over her mother’s face, and felt the creases of the photograph, the spidery lines spreading across its surface, one edge grubby and worn. She wiped the photo clean on her t-shirt and tried to smooth the creases away with her fingers. But one of the trees in the background already had a long white crack running through the middle of its trunk. She held the picture up to her face and felt it against her cheek, her mother’s face blurry now because it was up so close. A mole on her neck, a tiny starry flower. She brushed her lips against it, then slid it back inside the envelope.

She could tell her mother was the kind of person who could just look at people and know things about them and what they were thinking. She would always know when you were lying. She wouldn’t get angry when you did something wrong. She’d love you no matter what. Then the wind rattled the front door and she grabbed the photos and the envelope and hid them back in the suitcase.

Ruby sat on the front steps and looked across to the bay. She had a clear view of the sea, but it was an unbroken, bumpy grey. She stared at the water, wishing for a glimpse of a whale, but all she saw were the fishing boats chugging back to the factory, leaving a V-shaped trail in the water behind them. She wished she had Cameron’s binoculars. After a while her eyes got tired and her face was numb with cold. She wanted something to happen. She was tired of waiting.

*

Two days later Mitch said he wanted a progress report on her project when he got home so she retrieved misshapen Pythagoras from the bucket and sat him on the top step of the verandah to dry. She sat down at the kitchen table to eat breakfast and think about how she could fix him. She had a mouthful of Weet-Bix and banana mashed together and soggy in her mouth when she heard a car coming up the track. It was early and Mitch was getting ready to hitch into Bombora again. He came out of his room and went past her and out the back door then came straight back in again. ‘Make yourself scarce,’ he growled, pointing up the hallway.

Ruby swallowed the wet gluggy mass. ‘Who is it?’

But he was gone.

She ran up the hall and hid in the front room where there was a roll top desk and a bookshelf full of dusty Reader’s Digest books. She could feel her nose tickling and she pinched her nostrils and breathed through her mouth so she wouldn’t sneeze. She could hear a woman’s voice outside the back door. Mitch didn’t seem to be saying much. Who was it? Why hadn’t he invited her inside? She crept over to the door and pulled it open slowly but she could only hear the rise and fall of their voices, and Mitch sounding angry.

After a while the voices stopped, a car door slammed and an engine started. She peeked out the front window. A red car reversed down the track and the driver had their head turned so they could see through the back window. She waited another few minutes but there was no sound from Mitch.

She found him at the kitchen table staring at a piece of paper. His face was red.

‘Who was that, Dad?’ She felt breathless.

‘I feel like there’s a fuckin’ net closing in on me.’ He shook the paper.

‘What’s happened?’

‘Social worker.’ He rattled the paper at her. ‘Says you have to be in school.’

She felt the gluggy ball of breakfast in her stomach. ‘School?’

He pressed his lips together.

‘Did you tell her you teach me? Did she see my project books? Did you show her?’

‘She wasn’t interested.’ He dropped the paper on the table then brushed his hair back from his face with both hands and blew air out of his mouth.

‘But, Dad—’ Her chest ached.

‘Don’t,’ he said sharply. ‘Jesus, don’t you think I feel bad enough? They can take you off me, she said.’ He looked up at her and narrowed his eyes. ‘You’ve been lying low?’

She nodded. He’d be mad if he knew she visited the horse every day. The horse still wouldn’t come near her, even when she took carrots, but his ears flicked when she climbed the fence and sometimes he tossed his head at her. She hadn’t seen the man again but sometimes she heard the sound of a radio coming from the house. But she was careful not to be seen.

‘You haven’t been out and about?’

She shook her head.

‘Well, someone’s dobbed us in.’ He got up and put the kettle on, slamming the cupboard door. ‘Fuck, fuck!’

She sat at the table. ‘We’ll think of something, Dad.’ But she had an awful sick feeling in her stomach.

He looked out the window above the sink. The kettle gurgled and he poured hot water into a mug then carried it past her and out to the front verandah.

She followed him out and sat beside him on the top step.

He had his eyes narrowed, looking down into the valley and the roofs of the town. ‘I bet it was that old prick Cameron,’ he said. ‘Always got his nose in other people’s business.’ He scowled into his cup.

Her cheeks were hot. Cameron wouldn’t get them into trouble. She leaned forward and hugged herself. A line of ants was marching along the path and up the steps.

‘They can’t take me away from you – can they, Dad?’ She had to fight not to cry.

‘They can do anything they want,’ he said angrily. ‘Unless you toe the line and follow their rules.’

She would follow the rules. ‘I’ll go, Dad.’ She thought about the bright fish shapes glowing in the school window, the voices chanting and the sounds of clapping. ‘Maybe it won’t be so bad,’ she said uncertainly.

‘It’ll be a fuckin’ nightmare, don’t you worry about that.’ He stared at her angrily. ‘Don’t get any silly ideas about what’s in store. You won’t know what’s hit you!’

She pulled her ponytail over her shoulder and twisted her hair in her fingers so hard it made her eyes water.

‘It’ll be a fuckin’ factory! Regimentation, rules, punishment. They’ll want to spit you out the same as everyone else!’

‘I won’t let them, Dad.’

He cradled the cup in his hands, staring into the distance.

‘Maybe I wouldn’t have to go every day.’

Grey clouds moved over the valley; the distant roofs of town went from silver to dull grey.

He took hold of her ponytail and gave it a gentle tug. ‘Spoken like a true subversive.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Someone who pretends to do what people want but does her own thing anyway.’ He shook his head. ‘But that won’t work. That social worker would be back here in no time, making threats and throwing her weight around.’

‘I’ll go every day then, I’ll do all the work, I’ll be really good.’

He put his arm around her. ‘We’ll enrol you in their fuckin’ school.’

‘It’ll only be for a little while.’

‘Just don’t let them change you,’ he said, stroking her ponytail.

Ruby felt a tickle of something – was it excitement or fear? Mitch always said they were the same thing. She leaned against him, watching the cockies explode from the tall gum tree further down the hill, a blur of white wings against the grey sky, heading off every which way, as if they weren’t sure where to go next.
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Ruby blew across the surface of the tea, then took a sip. It was still too hot and almost burned her lips. She wished there was some milk to cool it down but there’d be no milk till Wednesday when Mitch got paid. She sat on the front step and held the hot cup in her hands, a scarf tied around her throat. Far off a cow moaned, and the sound made her shiver; she put her cup down on the top step and put her arms around herself.

Four sevens are twenty-eight, five sevens are thirty-five, six sevens are – think. The light fluttery feeling she’d woken up with had changed to a ball of lead. She imagined herself openmouthed, silent when the teacher called on her to give the answer. But she pushed on past the worry, six sevens are . . . forty-two. She nodded to herself, seven sevens are forty-nine, then downhill, in a rush, ten sevens, seventy, eleven sevens, seventy-seven, twelve, eighty-four.

She ran her hands through her hair, wishing she could find her hair tie to keep it back so that she’d be able to see the blackboard clearly, and wouldn’t always be pushing the hair out of her face. Then she remembered the ball of string in the cupboard under the sink and she went inside and cut off a piece. It felt hairy and rough in her fingers as she tied her hair back into a loose ponytail.

Birds swooped busily from one bush to another, full of energy. She felt full of pent-up energy too; the kind of energy that was good to have before a performance but last night had made it hard for her to sleep. She’d slept in and missed Mitch – who had left early, hoping to catch a ride with the early morning stream of cars heading into Bombora.

She checked her backpack again, feeling round inside as she had often over the past few days for the pencil, rubber, ruler and a thin box of coloured pencils that she got in a showbag once at the Maryborough Agricultural Show. She felt the roundness of the pencil with her fingers, the bounciness of the rubber, the coldness of the box and the sharp edge of the ruler. She touched each of them again, felt their solidness.

She broke into a run down the track, along their road, then paused at the corner of the road into town. An old bus chugged past, puffing out blue smoke, faces peering out the back window, a flash of arms and legs spinning wildly, a muffled roar of voices as they drove past.

She hurried on and by the time she got to the school gate, the bus was pulling away, empty. The bell was ringing. Car doors slammed and goodbyes rang out as kids raced towards the gate. They pushed ahead of her, a sea of navy blue tracksuits with the school emblem printed on the front. Her red windcheater seemed to glow in the sea of navy blue.

The bell rang again, but differently this time, a short sharp bell, and kids flowed around her, across the yard and up the steps. She stood just inside the gate, watching the yard empty, until everyone had disappeared inside the building. Figures moved inside the windows of the large room that overlooked the yard, the hubbub of voices began to die down, then went quiet. A kind of breathlessness came over her. She wanted to turn around and run back home. Instead she took three deep breaths and swung her backpack up onto her back. Don’t let your feelings take over, Mitch always said. She walked quickly across the yard, up the steps and through the open glass doors.

Down the passage, past the first door, past the rows of hooks with bags hanging on them, some still swaying, to the second door that the headmaster had pointed out when she and Mitch had visited a week ago. She pushed it open and stepped inside.

She expected to see a large cold room with rows and rows of wooden desks like Mitch had told her about, where you had to sit quietly with your hands joined together on top of the desk. But the room was warm and kids were seated at small tables. Everyone was talking at once. Two girls were playing a clapping game, chanting as they clapped, and a boy bounced a cylinder of cardboard against another boy’s head, making a hollow boing boing sound. The teacher was nowhere in sight. Ruby wiped her hands on her windcheater. No one noticed her.

The door opened behind her and kids scrambled to their chairs. The teacher had a white helmet of thick hair, a small brown face and very large round glasses. She glanced up from a piece of paper in her hand and nodded at Ruby. ‘You must be the new girl.’

Ruby nodded back. ‘I’m Ruby.’

‘Yes, that’s right.’ The teacher seemed distracted. She looked around and then pointed to a table with an empty chair.

Ruby hurried over, heard the rustle of whispers and giggles as she passed.

The teacher clapped her hands. ‘Let’s make Ruby welcome, class.’ She raised her hand and said, ‘I’m Mrs Thompson.’ She pointed at the table closest to her. ‘Stand up when you introduce yourself so Ruby can see you.’

A boy stood up. ‘I’m Robert,’ he said, and nodded at the girl next to him. And so it went from table to table. Halfway through the introductions, the door squeaked open and a freckled face poked round the edge. ‘Late again, Fiona.’ Mrs Thompson frowned. The girl mumbled something and scurried to a table by the window.

Mrs Thompson, Robert, Bella, Nathan, Kevin, Drew, Michael, Lisette, Chenille, Christopher, Nettie, Matthew, Bruce, Dianne, Jennifer, Gus, Amanda, Jessica, Lewis and Fiona, they called out their names one by one and she let her eyes stop at each face, until they finished. ‘Well done, everybody,’ Mrs Thompson said. ‘Got all those have you, Ruby?’ and the teacher smiled for the first time.

‘Yes, miss.’ She took a breath and closed her eyes. She pictured each face and nodded her head as each name came to her and she recited them aloud. ‘Mrs Thompson, Robert, Bella, Nathan, Kevin, Drew, Michael, Lisette, Chenille, Christopher, Nettie, Matthew, Bruce, Dianne, Jennifer, Gus, Amanda, Jessica, Lewis and Fiona.’ She opened her eyes. A room full of faces stared at her with their mouths open. Mrs Thompson’s mouth twitched.

Chenille with the thick brown plait whispered, ‘Show-off!’ Someone giggled.

‘That’s enough from you Chenille Daley,’ Mrs Thompson said sharply.

Ruby felt her face go hot.

*

Mrs Thompson pulled at a little bluebird that hung on a chain around her neck, whizzing it back and forth on the chain as she told Ruby she wanted her to write a story. The teacher pushed a sheet of paper across the table.

Ruby looked at the piece of paper and the words on it: My House. My Family. My Pets. My Friends. My Hobbies. What I Do On The Weekend. My Favourite Holiday.

It would help her, Mrs Thompson went on, to get to know Ruby a bit better and assess what areas of her writing, spelling or punctuation needed attention.

Behind her, Ruby could hear the rest of the class doing maths exercises.

‘I call it a mini biography,’ Mrs Thompson said. ‘Do you know what a biography is, Ruby?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, miss. But this is an autobiography, isn’t it, because I’m writing about me?’

Mrs Thompson’s cheeks went red. She dropped the bluebird and said, ‘Yes, well.’ Then she turned away and spoke sharply to Nettie, threatening to keep her in after school if she didn’t get her work done now.

Ruby waited until Mrs Thompson moved over to the next table where they were throwing dice and writing down numbers before she started. She wished she was throwing dice and making lists of numbers instead of having to answer all these questions. What if she said something that got her and Mitch into trouble?

She wrote slowly, trying to keep the words on the straight blue line. My name is Ruby Volkoff Mitchell, I have just turned ten years old. I live at Jim’s house with my dad. Whales are my favourite animals. They are part of the cetacean family so are dolphins and porpoises too. Some whales travel long distances and others like to stay home. Blue whales are the biggest animals on earth. Their babies can drink 227 litres of their mother’s milk every day. Bowhead whales can live to 200 years old. My favourites are the Humpbacks, which are talented acrobats and singers. They can perform rolls, headstands and mid-air spins and can sing complicated songs. Their lungs are as big as a Kombi. When a whale dies its body sinks to the bottom of the sea and becomes food for small fish and shrimp. She stopped, remembering what Mitch said about how talking about whales all the time was boring. I love horses and anteaters and all other animals too but I’ve never had a pet because you shouldn’t keep animals locked up you should let them roam free in their own habitat. Once in the desert I found a dead frilled neck lizard and I kept it in a shoebox and it was papery and you could see its skeleton.

She bit on the end of her pen. Hobbies? I love drawing and I have a diary of all my pictures since I was little but I don’t like crayons because they are too slippery. One day I want to have a full box of Derwent pencils, and watercolour ones too. I love reading. My favourite books are history books. I know all about Pompeii and the Kelly gang and the Irish famine. I would like to go to Pompeii one day because it’s all preserved and you can see what the people were doing on the day that Vesuvius erupted. Dad says the people died before the hot lava got to them because of the fumes and I think that would be better because the lava would be boiling hot and that would be a horrible way to die. In the pictures the people don’t look frightened or worried, some of them are lying down just like they are asleep.

She had gone on too much about Pompeii. She wished she could start again. She chewed on the pen then started writing again.

My dad’s name is Allan Mitchell. His favourite food is pumpkin curry and he loves Neil Young and Bob Dylan and surfing. On weekends we go to the beach or we go to a market and if we have a good day I get an icy pole on the way home. We have not been in Whalers Bay very long. I hope I see some whales here. I don’t have any other family and I’m not allowed to watch TV. That’s all about me. Sincerely, Ruby Mitchell.

*

At lunchtime, the playground was a mass of balls bouncing, voices shouting, feet running. She leaned against the wire fence, which bounced her back like a mattress. She wanted a bit of quiet in the day, a break from the constant hum and roar of other kids, their voices, their bodies, the smells they made, the jokes they told. It was hard for her to think, to breathe. She looked out on the quiet street and imagined that the fence was a sound barrier beyond which you couldn’t hear anything. She took a deep breath and breathed in the quietness of the street, then she turned to the yard – a blur of whirling colour, hard ground, the thwack-thwack of balls bouncing, voices chanting and the drone of clapping games – and she felt as if she was still out there, on the street, looking in.

Then she noticed all the kids streaming towards the gate. A tall boy was coming through it, a backpack slung over one shoulder and a white soccer ball under his arm, black frizzy hair waving around his head in the breeze. Kids crowded around him.

The boy held up the soccer ball and turned it slowly in his hands. It was covered in black writing. The group closed in, forming a tight clump. Ruby joined them and stood on tiptoe at the back.

‘Freddy!’ ‘Freddy!’ Kids were calling and holding up their hands to catch the ball.

His eyes roved over the crowd as if deciding who he would throw it to.

‘Over here!’

‘Freddy!’ they yelled excitedly.

‘Throw it to me, Freddy!’

She pushed further in, feeling excited too. ‘What is it?’ she asked a boy who was pushing in next to her.

‘It’s signed by the World Cup team!’ he said. ‘Freddy! Over here, Freddy!’ He clapped his hands. Ruby clapped her hands too, caught up in the excitement.

The boy with the ball looked over at her. ‘Who’s that?’

Someone said, ‘That’s the new kid.’

He made a face like he’d smelled something bad. ‘The homeless kid?’

Homeless? The word stunned her. For a moment she thought he was talking about someone else. She stared at Freddy, his mouth opening and closing but no sound coming out, and she saw herself through his eyes. A feeling crept over her scalp and down through her body to the soles of her feet, a heavy feeling. She could feel the worn cotton of her floral shorts with the back pocket hanging off, the tear on the neck of the windcheater that was worn through with too much washing, felt the pale blue sock on one foot and the mauve one on the other because people only ever got rid of single socks at the op shop.

‘Yeah, looks like someone died in those clothes!’ Chenille from Ruby’s class poked Freddy and they laughed.

Ruby looked down at her scuffed plastic sandals, saw her legs sticking out of her floral shorts like brown sticks and she turned around and walked away as quickly as she could.

Freddy called, ‘Hey, catch, Freak Features!’ but she didn’t turn around. She wanted to crawl inside a hole and hide.
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Ruby avoided the yard at break times. As soon as the bell rang she went behind the toilet block at the back of the building, pulled herself up onto a branch of the big Moreton Bay fig and climbed to the top where she was hidden by the thick canopy of glossy leaves but had a clear view of the playground. She watched Freddy and Chenille and the way kids flowed towards them as they moved around the yard, clustering around Freddy while he showed off his latest toy – the autographed soccer ball, a Nintendo electronic game that he held in the palm of his hand, a bulging bag of marbles. She longed to be down there and part of it. And she hated herself for wanting to.

In class she sat up at a table in the front and quietly did her work. She avoided kids like Fiona, the red-haired girl who was always getting into trouble. Chenille passed notes that made some of the other kids turn to look at Ruby and giggle. She told herself she didn’t care but she wished she could afford to buy a uniform. She bought a navy blue windcheater at the op shop that she wore with blue jeans but it didn’t make any difference.

One day after lunch Mrs Thompson moved Ruby to a table at the back where Fiona sat on her own. Ruby was beginning to think Mrs Thompson didn’t like her. She tried to be good. She never talked in class, she did all her homework and handed it in on time. A week earlier Mrs Thompson had asked her to stay back after she’d handed in her history assignment on ancient Egypt. She wanted to know if anyone had helped her with it. Then when Ruby said no, Mrs Thompson quizzed her about where she had found the information. Ruby told her about the books she had borrowed from the school library and Jim’s stack of old National Geographic magazines, but she got the feeling Mrs Thompson didn’t believe her. Still, she gave Ruby her assignment back the next day marked with an A. In the days that followed she caught Mrs Thompson watching her but Ruby put her head down and got on with her work. She didn’t want to be singled out.

When Mrs Thompson moved her to the back next to Fiona Stanley, Chenille giggled and whispered that Ruby had been moved to the troublemakers’ table.

‘Shut up, fart-face,’ Fiona shot back.

Ruby tried to ignore Fiona, copying down the list of spelling words they had to learn for homework, but she could feel Fiona looking at her.

‘Is it true?’ Fiona whispered.

‘What?’ Ruby whispered back, her eyes on Mrs Thompson.

‘That you’ve never been to school?’ Fiona’s eyes were wide. Her eyelashes were white and her face was spattered with red freckles.

‘Where did you hear that?’ Ruby’s stomach clenched.

On the enrolment form it asked for details of the last school Ruby attended and what grade she had completed. Mitch had written Princes Hill Primary School, Carlton, Melbourne, Grade Four. Mitch said the principal would never check and, even if he did, they would be gone by the time he got an answer.

‘I was waiting outside the principal’s office.’ Fiona blinked excitedly. ‘And I heard him on the phone.’

Ruby’s ears buzzed. ‘What did he say?’

‘He just said, “So what do you want me to do? She’s here now.”’ She leaned closer. ‘He’s so lazy he won’t do anything if it means extra work.’

From her perch at the top of the tree at lunchtimes Ruby had seen the principal, Mr Browning, walking around the yard with his hands behind his back, stopping every now and then to blow his whistle so some kid would have to come running to pick up a lunch wrapper or bit of orange peel on the ground in front of him and put it in the bin.

Ruby had been holding her breath. Now she let it out. ‘You sure?’

Fiona nodded. ‘I won’t tell anyone, I promise. Is it true?’ Her eyes were shining.

Mrs Thompson moved on to maths and passed out shopping catalogues and luxury magazines for their assignment to spend a million dollars in ten minutes. The room was full of excited chatter about Ferraris and yachts and mansions on Sydney Harbour, but Ruby couldn’t concentrate. She couldn’t think what to spend a million dollars on.

She always thought saving money was the hardest part. She thought of the envelope behind the clock on the kitchen mantelpiece. Mitch had picked up more work since he’d started hitching into Bombora each day, but they’d still only saved a hundred dollars since they’d arrived in early June, and it was the middle of August now.

‘So?’ Fiona jiggled in her seat. ‘Is it true about school?’ she whispered.

Ruby looked around then nodded at Fiona. ‘My dad taught me.’ But she didn’t want to continue the conversation. Her heart was still hammering and she wanted to run outside, go somewhere quiet so she could take in what Fiona had told her.

*

Fiona bounced the ball on the ground, then picked it up and threw it at the hoop fixed on the red brick wall. The ball rolled away and Ruby went after it. It was the end of the school day and kids were streaming out of the school gates. A white sports car with its roof folded back pulled up. The woman driving wore a white furry coat, and big sunglasses, her hair up in a glossy black cone. She waved to someone in the schoolyard.

‘Wow!’ Ruby exclaimed. ‘Who’s that?’

‘That’s Mrs G.’ Fiona lowered her voice. ‘Freddy Frog’s mum.’

They watched as Freddy strutted out of the gate and jumped into the sports car without opening the door. His mother ruffled his hair, then drove off.

‘No one says a thing about him missing school when his parents take him to Italy,’ Fiona said. ‘If I’m five minutes late I end up in front of the principal.’ She bounced the ball hard and caught it.

‘Why are he and Chenille so mean?’

Fiona shrugged and bounced the ball. ‘Freddy’s just full of himself, like his dad.’ She aimed at the target. ‘Chenille isn’t so bad when Freddy’s not around.’ She threw the ball.

Ruby ran in and caught it. ‘Are they rich?’

‘Chenille’s mum isn’t. She’s a hairdresser.’ Fiona looked around and lowered her voice again. ‘They say she used to be a prozzie.’

Ruby didn’t know what a prozzie was but she nodded. She threw the ball and it rolled on the rim for a moment, then went through. She caught it after it bounced and threw it to Fiona.

‘Freddy’s dad owns the fish factory, though he says if it wasn’t for his wife he’d shut it down and retire to Italy and grow grapes. Just about everyone in this town works for Freddy’s dad,’ Fiona said, narrowing her eyes at the hoop. ‘They’ve got gold taps in their bathroom. And a thing you sit on after you go to the loo that washes your bum. A . . .’ She stuck her tongue out of her mouth and squinted. ‘Can’t remember, a French word. And a cappuccino machine. And they’ve got a holiday house at Evans Head with a sunken loungeroom with a conversation pit, that’s a room just for talking.’ She jumped as she threw the ball and missed again.

‘Have you been there?’

‘Nah. My dad told me.’

‘Does he work at the factory?’

‘Sometimes – if they need an extra driver – but mostly he works in the shearing sheds and runs our farm.’ Fiona pulled her face down. ‘I wish he did have a normal job. Then I wouldn’t have to do chores.’

The playground was almost empty. Ruby didn’t want to go home. Mitch wouldn’t be home for ages yet. If he wasn’t still in Bombora doing odd jobs then he’d be up in the forest. Now that the days were getting longer he went up there in the afternoons to visit his garden.

They’d gone for a walk up there one afternoon at the end of their second week in Whalers Bay. Ruby suggested it when he came back from town with no work and lay on his bed, just staring at the ceiling.

The cedar was long gone and the forest was mainly eucalypt trees, crowded close together with thick foliage blocking out the light. Ruby hoped they would have a view of the town and the sea at the top. But the higher they climbed, the thicker the undergrowth got and the closer the trees grew. Reaching the top looked impossible.

She didn’t want to give up but she was relieved when Mitch said they should probably turn back. Then they heard the flow of rushing water and followed the sound until they came to a clearing. It looked like it might have been a woodcutter’s camp because they found an old stone fireplace and some rusted tins. Mitch got all excited and kept walking around it, saying it was the perfect place to grow plants because it faced north and had the creek nearby. She didn’t see what he was making such a fuss about, or why they couldn’t grow things at Jim’s place, but she didn’t say anything because she hadn’t seen him excited and happy about anything in ages. Now he spent as much time up there as he could.

She bounced the ball again, wanting Fiona to stay. But it was cold and windy and looked like rain was on the way.

‘Hey, you want to ask your dad if you can come to my place one day after school?’ Fiona asked.

‘I won’t have to,’ Ruby said. ‘He’ll be fine with it.’

‘You’re so lucky, I wish my dad was like that.’

Ruby felt a rush of pride.

Fiona waved and headed out the gate.

Ruby bounced the ball saying to herself, I’ve got a friend. I’ve got a friend.
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A week later on Friday afternoon Ruby and Fiona left school together, jumping the cracks on the footpath, then pausing on the bridge to throw stones into the creek. Soon they came to the dirt road that turned left towards Jim’s place. Fiona turned right. Ruby felt a fluttery feeling in her stomach.

‘I used to come along here sometimes,’ she said.

‘Dunno why,’ Fiona said. ‘Just cowpats and blowies.’

The horse stood in the far corner of the paddock as they passed. They went round the side of the house then through the back door and into the kitchen. The oven was on and it smelled of baking cakes. Ruby’s stomach rumbled. A lady with faded red hair and a streak of flour on her face crouched in front of the oven, peering inside.

‘Mum, Ruby. Ruby, Mum,’ Fiona said in a bored voice, hurrying through the kitchen.

‘Nice to meet you, love.’ Fiona’s mum straightened up and wiped her hands on her apron. She blew air upwards out of her mouth and strands fluttered around her dark eyes. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, blinking and smiling at Ruby.

‘We’re going to my room,’ Fiona said.

‘Show Ruby around the farm,’ her mother called after them.

‘I’m not showing her round some dirty old farm,’ Fiona said, stomping off down a hallway and flinging a door open on her left. After the dark hallway, the room was dazzling – pale pink, the walls covered in posters of fluffy kittens, show-jumping ponies and glossy brown sausage dogs. Fiona’s bed was covered with stuffed animals and her dressing table was covered with bottles of all shapes and sizes – perfume and nail polish, eyeliner and eyeshadow.

‘Where’d you get all this stuff?’ Ruby asked. Fiona’s mum didn’t look like the type who’d ever wear makeup.

‘My auntie’s a rep for Revlon,’ Fiona said, bouncing up and down on her bed. ‘She gives me all the old testers.’ She waved to the stool with the fluffy pink seat in front of the dressing table. Ruby sat down. Fiona leaned forward and flicked a switch on the side of the dressing table and the mirror lit up, surrounded by lights. Ruby looked at herself – her thin, pale face; her long dark hair.

Fiona was already rubbing makeup over her own skin, covering the freckles and turning them into paler splodges under the creamy makeup. She stopped and looked at Ruby’s reflection. ‘You wanna have a go?’ she asked.

‘Nah.’ Ruby squeezed her hands between her knees. ‘You want me to?’ Fiona’s face lit up.

Ruby shrugged. ‘OK.’

‘Here.’ Fiona perched on the edge of the bed then reached over and picked up a fat round brush. ‘Suck in your cheeks,’ she said, sucking her own cheeks in so that her mouth looked like the number eight. She dipped the brush into a pot of pink powder and rubbed it onto Ruby’s cheeks. The soft bristles tickled and Ruby laughed. Fiona instructed her to close her eyes. Open them. Close them again. Look up to the ceiling. Down to the floor. Lift her eyebrows. Purse her lips. Suck her cheeks in again.

‘There,’ Fiona said finally, tipping her head to one side. She stared at Ruby for a minute. ‘You just need some definition, here.’ She rubbed her finger across the top of Ruby’s nose. ‘You want me to fix that, so they don’t join in the middle?’

‘Will it hurt?’ Ruby felt the line of hair that gave her a single dark eyebrow instead of two.

Fiona was up and at the dressing table. ‘I’ve got some cream somewhere.’ She tossed aside tissues and pushed aside bottles then came back with a jar. ‘Depilatory cream. Takes the hair off with a wipe,’ she read from the label.

Ruby hated the way her eyebrows grew together. ‘Go on, then,’ she said and squeezed her eyes shut. The cream was cold at first and then it burned. Fiona wiped and wiped until the burning stopped, then she opened the tissue and showed Ruby how it was covered in fine black hairs. ‘Now you can look,’ she said.

Ruby thought she looked like a doll, one of those ones behind the plastic covering in a box with the glittery eyelids, the curling black eyelashes and the bow lips. ‘I look stupid!’ She laughed.

‘You don’t!’ Fiona said. ‘You look great!’

She looked different, that was for sure.

A car pulled into the driveway.

Mrs Stanley called from the hallway. Ruby heard the front door open, a man’s voice.

‘That’ll be Dad,’ Fiona said.

‘Girls,’ Mrs Stanley called.

Ruby’s heart beat faster. Then she looked at herself again. Had he seen her with the horse? Maybe he wouldn’t recognise her with all the makeup on. Fiona gave her face a final inspection, turning her face from side to side in the mirror before they headed out to the kitchen. A man was sitting at the table in front of a cake decorated with strawberries and cream.

Ruby held her breath when he looked up. He looked different without the big brown hat that shaded his face. His hair was thin and sandy.

‘Looks like Miss Fiona’s had you in her beauty salon.’

Ruby’s ears went hot.

‘That’s my dad, but you can ignore him, Rube,’ Fiona said, pulling out her chair.

‘Everyone else does round here.’ He leaned over and swiped some fresh cream out of the middle of the cake with his finger and put it in his mouth.

‘Mum!’ Fiona called.

‘Max!’ Mrs Stanley carried a plate of small cakes to the table and set it down in the centre of the cloth.

‘I love it when we have visitors,’ Mr Stanley said and winked at Ruby. ‘We get the silver teapot instead of the teabags.’

‘Mum!’ Fiona said. ‘He’s being really annoying.’

‘Shut up, Max,’ Mrs Stanley said, laughing and holding the plate out to Ruby. Ruby took a lamington.

‘Just one? You can’t disgrace us,’ Mr Stanley said.

Fiona shifted in her chair. ‘She mightn’t be hungry, Dad.’

‘Go on,’ he said, and pushed the plate back towards her. Ruby picked up a cake that looked like a conch shell with cream poking out of the wide end.

‘Lovely to hear you’re looking after Jim’s place, Ruby,’ Mrs Stanley said. ‘He’s been fretting about the place so he was glad to be able to help out even if it’s only until your car is fixed.’

‘You know him?’ Ruby asked.

‘She visits him every Saturday at the nursing home with a plate of cakes, don’t you, love?’ Mr Stanley said.

‘Known him since I was a girl,’ Mrs Stanley said, pouring tea into a cup.

Fiona pulled a face. ‘The food in that place looks disgusting! When Mum walks through the door there’s a stampede. She nearly gets run over by all the wheelchairs.’

Mrs Stanley laughed. ‘I want people to visit me when I’m that old,’ she said. She licked cream off her lips. ‘And he loves to hear all the news.’

Ruby moved the conch shell pastry to the centre of her plate and tried to break it with her fork.

‘You can use your fingers, Ruby,’ Mrs Stanley said.

Ruby glanced over at Fiona who held a conch shell in her hand and licked at the creamy end. She picked hers up and took a bite.

‘So there’s just you and your dad?’ Mrs Stanley asked. ‘Where’s your mum, love?’

She tried to think of a lie that wasn’t a lie. She wiped her hands on her jeans, slowing down her chewing so she didn’t have to answer.

‘Paul . . .’ Mr Stanley tapped his cup with a spoon, and frowned at his wife. ‘Give us a top-up will you, love?’

‘What did your last servant die of,’ Fiona muttered and Mrs Stanley laughed, pushing the pot towards him across the table.

‘So where are you and your dad from?’ Mr Stanley asked, picking up the teapot and pouring more into his cup.

Ruby had the conch shell up to her mouth and she took a bite and tasted something creamy, then sweet. She looked inside the shell. Underneath the cream the shell was filled with red jam. ‘Melbourne,’ she said around a mouthful of sweet cream.

Mrs Stanley clapped her hands. ‘We love Melbourne, don’t we, Max?’

‘Had the time of our lives there.’ Mr Stanley winked.

Mrs Stanley’s cheeks were pink. ‘Don’t get down there nearly enough but I’ve got lots of family there. Such a beautiful city.’

Ruby felt a thrill of pride in the city she’d never visited.

‘But she’s been everywhere, ever since she was little –’ Fiona butted in, waving the conch shell round in her hand ‘– Sydney, Adelaide, Broome, Darwin.’ She dropped her cake onto her plate and sighed. ‘I haven’t been anywhere!’

‘You go to Brisbane every summer,’ Mrs Stanley said, stirring sugar into her tea.

But Fiona talked over her mother. ‘To stay with Auntie Bea, who’s like a hundred.’ She looked up at the ceiling. ‘You call that an adventure?’

‘I wouldn’t turn my nose up at a few weeks in Brisbane. Be lovely wouldn’t it, Max?’ Mrs Stanley sighed.

‘Wouldn’t know what to do with ourselves,’ he said, shaking his head.

‘I’d know what to do.’ Mrs Stanley leaned back in her chair. ‘Lazy lunches, then a bit of shopping, or a boat trip, nice big sleep-ins . . .’

‘Some fishing.’ Mr Stanley rubbed his hands over his face and his whiskers against his hands made a rasping sound. ‘Stop it, Pauline,’ he said tiredly. ‘Pipe dreams.’

Ruby finished the final crunchy end of the conch shell.

‘Like the cream horns, do you, love?’ Mrs Stanley said, and pointed at the plate. ‘I’ll wrap some up for you to take home.’

Mr Stanley pushed his chair back. ‘You two want to come and feed the horse?’

Fiona wrinkled her nose and looked at Ruby.

Ruby shrugged but thought, Yes.

‘Or you could help with the dishes,’ Mrs Stanley said, carrying the teacups to the sink.

Fiona raised her eyebrows at Ruby. Ruby tipped her head towards the yard. The horse.

‘OK,’ Fiona said. ‘But feeding only. I’m not shovelling anything!’

The sun was going down and the grey clouds had drifted off but the wind was cold. Fiona ran back inside and came out wearing a parka, holding a padded jacket out to Ruby. ‘My auntie Reen left it here ages ago. Mum said she’ll never wear it, you can keep it if you want.’

Ruby pulled it on and zipped it up. It smelled of perfume and was snug and warm with fake black fur edging the hood. Mr Stanley filled a bucket of water and carried it across to the paddock. Just breathing in the rich earthy smell made Ruby feel good.

‘This is Melba,’ he said, stepping aside. The horse stood a little way away from the fence. ‘She’s a lovely little filly, aren’t you, girl?’

‘Melba,’ Ruby said happily. So the horse was a girl.

The horse’s ears twitched and she came closer. Ruby reached out and stroked her nose.

‘She’s a brumby,’ Fiona said.

She was patting a brumby! She felt a thrill of pleasure and fear. ‘My dad says it’s cruel to tame a wild animal,’ Ruby said.

‘He should have seen her when she arrived,’ Mr Stanley said. ‘People romanticise them. Fact is, theirs is a hard life. Hardly any food and water during the drought.’ He shook his head. ‘And if any of them get injured – this one got tangled in barbed wire – if they can’t keep up they get left behind and it’s a slow and painful death. She was half starved when we got her. And dehydrated. Now look at her.’

Melba tossed her head as if showing off and Ruby laughed.

‘We saved her from the slaughter house,’ Fiona said, ‘didn’t we, Dad?’

Melba pushed her head against Ruby’s hand as if to say, Pat me again.

‘She likes you,’ Mr Stanley said.

She turned her hand over so Melba could see she didn’t have anything in it but Melba nuzzled it anyway, tickling her palm with a whiskery mouth, making her laugh.

‘She knows we’re going to feed her,’ Fiona said.

‘Took her a while to get used to us, didn’t it?’ Mr Stanley said, leaning with one arm against the fence and the other one swinging the bucket.

‘She’d never been around people before. Dad sat in the corner of the paddock every day reading a book so she’d get used to us,’ Fiona said.

‘Teaching them to drink tap water and eat hay is the easy part, but teaching them to trust, that’s the hardest. You’ve got to turn them from pessimists into optimists.’

‘I can groom her now,’ Fiona said. ‘Can’t I, girl?’ She smoothed Melba’s mane with her fingers.

‘Do you ride her?’ Ruby reached out and pulled one of the horse’s soft ears through her fingers, feeling the gristly ear through the soft hair.

‘One step at a time,’ Mr Stanley said. ‘She’s not ready yet. But she’ll let us know when she is.’ He straightened up. ‘Can’t stand round all night, I’ve got to get that fencing wire done before the light goes.’

They filled the feeder with hay and topped up the water. When they’d finished they washed their hands at the tap outside the back door. The water was icy and Ruby flicked her wet fingers at Fiona’s face and she squealed and danced from side to side, laughing. The light from the kitchen window poured out into the yard, making a yellow square on the ground. The smell of onions frying drifted out through the open window. Mrs Stanley moved back and forth in front of the window and Ruby could hear a pan hissing.

When Mrs Stanley called Fiona for tea, she walked Ruby out to the road, then turned and ran back inside. When Ruby got to the bottom of the hill she looked back but she couldn’t see the farmhouse anymore and the road was dark and full of shadows. She wondered what it would be like to live in that house, with its lighted windows, the warm smell of cakes baking, onions frying, and Melba outside in the paddock, waiting for someone to climb on her back and go for a ride.

*

When she got home, Mitch was sitting at the kitchen table with a copy of the local paper.

‘Hi, Dad.’ She banged the back door shut behind her, still breathless from the run to the top of the track.

‘Where have you been?’ Then he looked up at her. ‘Jesus!’ He blinked, shook his head and blinked again.

She put her hand to her face and remembered the makeup.

‘Where have you been again?’ He sounded angry.

‘At Fiona’s.’

He gave his head a little shake. ‘Fiona?’ Like he’d never heard the name before.

‘Stanley, you know the Stanleys, I told you.’

He shook his head. ‘How old is this Fiona?’

‘Eleven.’

‘Well go and wash it off,’ he said sharply.

She hurried to the bathroom and rubbed soap over her face and eyes. She felt dirty, like she had done something wrong. Flecks of black floated in the bubbles. When she came into the kitchen again, Mitch was still at the table.

‘Have you had tea, Dad?’

He shook his head. ‘Don’t want any. I had a big lunch.’ He patted his stomach. ‘That’s one thing about pensioners, they might not have much money but they turn on a good feed.’ He pulled twenty dollars out of his pocket then got up and stuffed it inside the envelope behind the clock on the kitchen mantelpiece. Ruby didn’t ask how much was in there. Neither of them had talked about it in a while, neither of them mentioned that the envelope didn’t seem to be getting any fatter.

Ruby opened the fridge. A jar of olives, a half loaf of bread and two floppy looking carrots.

‘There’s porridge on the stove,’ Mitch said, taking up the paper again and shaking the pages.

She remembered the smell of frying onions at the Stanleys and her mouth watered. She lifted the lid on the pot and stared in at the porridge which looked like glue, lumpy and grey.

*

On Sunday afternoon, just as it was getting dark, she and Mitch put on their backpacks and jackets and set off for town. Before she started school Ruby used to look forward to Sunday nights but now she was worried someone would see them. The sky was low and dark and bits of rain spat at them as they hurried along but she was warm in her new coat and the tendrils of fur around the edge of the hood tickled her face. By the time they got to the main street the shops were dark and shuttered. Only the pub was open. It shone with rosy light and roared with the sound of people who came into town on Sunday nights for a counter tea.

Next to the pub the fish factory was a large dark shape in the dimness. A faint glow came out of Cameron’s garage but the shop was locked and no one was around. At Cameron’s they separated. Mitch crossed the road and headed to the back of the pub and she hurried along the laneway that ran alongside Cameron’s and joined up with a lane that ran along the back of the shops. At the back of the bakery she opened the bin and the smell of fresh bread puffed out and her stomach growled. She felt around and found a French stick still in its plastic wrapper and a squashed coffee scroll in a paper bag. She shoved the French stick in her pack and pulled off a piece of the sticky scroll and shoved it in her mouth, because she couldn’t wait.

The rest of the bin was full of loose rolls and slices of bread that had been upended straight into the bin without any wrapping so she left it at that. The wheelie bin at the back of the grocery shop was heavy. Monday was delivery day and they threw out all the expired goods on Sunday nights. Ruby switched her backpack around so it was on her chest, tore off another chunk of coffee scroll, crammed it in her mouth then stood on a milk crate and reached into the large bin. It was too dark to see so she felt around for cans and lifted them out and dropped them in her pack. She leaned in deeper and had her hand around something cold and slightly wet in a packet that she was hoping might be fish fingers when a car came down the lane. She straightened up too quickly and the bin unbalanced and fell over with a crash, spilling packets and tins onto the ground. She hopped off the milk crate and crouched behind the bin just as the car lights swept over her. She caught a glimpse of Errol in the passenger seat and Cameron’s face turned towards her as the car cruised past.

When they got home and unloaded their packs onto the table Ruby couldn’t get enthusiastic about their haul. She watched as Mitch separated the dented tins of tuna and sweetcorn from the wet packets of frozen spinach, and fish fingers from the bag of tomatoes, the half pumpkin and the tub of coleslaw he’d found at the pub.

‘I think someone saw me, Dad.’ She didn’t want to say it was Cameron.

‘So what? We’re not doing anything wrong. What’s wrong is that people throw perfectly good food away.’ He scraped the mouldy seeds from the pumpkin into the bin.

But if it wasn’t wrong, why had Cameron pretended he hadn’t seen her? She knew he had. He had slowed down and peered at the bins as he passed. She thought of what he saw: her crouched amid the rubbish, cheeks bulging, chewing greedily like a wild animal. If it wasn’t wrong why did she feel so upset that Cameron had seen her like that?
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Ruby had been ready for ages when she finally heard the Stanleys’ car. Fiona swung the back door open and called, ‘Rube!’ The seat next to her was piled with shopping bags.

Mrs Stanley got out of the car. ‘Sorry we’re late, but every man and his dog was shopping in Bombora this morning. Got everything?’ she asked, looking at the backpack at Ruby’s feet.

Ruby nodded. ‘I brought five dollars.’

Mrs Stanley looked surprised. ‘But you don’t have to bring money, love.’

Ruby squirmed. Had she done the wrong thing, offended Mrs Stanley?

‘We can go down to the shop later,’ Fiona called from the car. ‘Get some lollies and stuff.’

Mrs Stanley threw Fiona a look.

‘Someone’s going to be more than happy to help you spend it.’ Mr Stanley had climbed out of the car.

Fiona gave an exaggerated sigh and got out, slamming the car door hard. ‘Can we like, hurry?’ she exclaimed. ‘Countdown is on soon.’

‘Don’t be so rude,’ Mrs Stanley said. Fiona danced around behind her mother, pulling faces.

Ruby didn’t want to invite them inside in case they noticed the broken leadlight beside the front door that Mitch had bumped and broken with his surfboard or the missing fence palings he used for firewood.

‘Dad’s still asleep,’ Ruby said.

‘In that case.’ Mr Stanley got back behind the wheel.

‘We can’t just take the child for a sleepover without meeting her father,’ Mrs Stanley said to him. ‘We could be anyone!’

‘Come on, Paul,’ Mr Stanley said. ‘It’s not as if no one around here knows who we are.’

‘I’ve left him a note,’ Ruby said.

Mrs Stanley threw another glance at the house and reluctantly got into the car.

‘Finally!’ Fiona said as Ruby got into the back seat.

Mr Stanley had started the engine and put the car in reverse when the back door of the house banged open and Mitch came out with a yellow sarong tied around his waist, his chest bare.

He waved and walked carefully across the yard in his bare feet. Mr Stanley turned off the engine. Mitch tucked his hair behind his ears then put one arm across the top of Mrs Stanley’s window and leaned there. Ruby could see the tuft of brown hair under his armpit framed by the window and close to Mrs Stanley’s face and she wished he’d put his arm down.

‘Hey guys,’ Mitch said.

Mrs Stanley held up her hand. ‘I’m Pauline and this is Max, we’re Fiona’s parents.’

‘Allan Mitchell.’ Mitch squeezed her fingers.

The back door slammed again and Fabienne came out, wearing a t-shirt that rode up above her bellybutton and knickers. She shaded her eyes with her hand to look at them, then went back inside.

Ruby’s spirits usually lifted when she got home and saw a tattered backpack inside the back door and a wetsuit hanging on the line next to Mitch’s, the rubber bodies bouncing and drifting together in the breeze. MaryAnne, Akiko, and now Fabienne, they passed through and usually stayed the weekend or a few days. At first it was fun but now she was sick of how they spent all their time in his room or camping in his old tent up on the mountain, leaving her on her own.

‘Sorry if we woke you.’ Mr Stanley leaned forward and spoke across Pauline. He coughed and nodded at Jim’s old ute. ‘Great to see you got that going. Must make a difference having wheels?’

‘Sure does.’ Mitch grinned. ‘Picked up a lot of extra work. Asked the old fella to order in the parts for the Kombi.’

Ruby sat back hard on the seat and stared.

‘What are you two up to?’ Mitch leaned in a bit closer and looked at Ruby and Fiona in the back seat.

‘We’re going to watch Countdown,’ Ruby could feel the blood thrumming in her temples.

‘Fine.’ Mitch yawned, a big jaw-breaking yawn that exposed all his teeth and his tongue. They all sat and waited as he finished the long slow yawn, as if they were under a spell. ‘But not too much TV, OK?’

Ruby nodded. Fiona elbowed her as if to say, As if.

‘Well, we’d better be going then,’ Mr Stanley said and started the car.

Mitch gave the top of the car a couple of taps with his hand. ‘Have fun,’ he said, then straightened up and stepped back.

‘We’ll bring her back round lunchtime tomorrow, is that OK?’ Mrs Stanley called through the open window.

Mitch turned at the back door and waved. ‘No worries,’ he called. ‘I’ll come and get her.’

When they were on the road again Mrs Stanley said, ‘I’ve seen your father’s friend somewhere before, haven’t I?’ She half turned to Ruby.

‘She works at the Bombora pub,’ Ruby said.

‘Aah.’ Mrs Stanley nodded. ‘I knew I’d seen her somewhere.’

‘Hard to forget, isn’t she?’ Mr Stanley added, glancing at Mrs Stanley and grinning.

‘She’s nice, is she, Ruby?’ Mrs Stanley ignored him.

‘She’s OK.’ Ruby shrugged.

‘She leaves all her dirty dishes in the sink,’ Fiona said, ‘doesn’t she, Rube?’

Ruby nodded. ‘And she uses up all the hot water so there’s none left for anyone else.’

At the Stanleys’, after they had afternoon tea and she helped straighten Fiona’s hair, Ruby went outside and took a deep breath of cool air. In the kitchen, someone switched on the radio and Michael Jackson started singing about Billie Jean.

Melba raised her head and whinnied when she stepped close to the fence. Mr Stanley looked around from where he stood forking hay into a pile.

‘That horse would know you blindfolded.’

Ruby rubbed at Melba’s nose then reached up and gently pulled at her ears.

She leaned on the fence, staring out over the paddock. If she was Fiona, she’d ride Melba to school. She’d tie her up under the Moreton Bay fig tree and bring her a bucket of water and some carrots and apples at playtime and ride her home again after school. She’d give littler kids a ride on Melba’s back, two of them up there on the saddle, a queue of kids lining up to have a turn. Even Freddy’s mates would get in line and ask her, plead with her, for a ride, just one ride. And she’d lean down, offering her hand and then pull them up on the saddle behind her, flick her heels against Melba’s side and take them for a gallop round the schoolyard, sailing over the school fence, round the block, past the church, Melba’s hooves clip-clopping on the road, then back to school again. Freddy wouldn’t ask. He’d just stand by the fence with his arms crossed, then he and Chenille would put their heads together, then go and dob on her for leaving the schoolyard at lunchtime. At the thought of Freddy and Chenille the excitement she’d been feeling left her like air escaping from a balloon.

*

‘What on earth do you eat?’ Mrs Stanley asked. Ruby and Fiona had just finished setting the table. Mrs Stanley had red polka dot oven gloves on her hands and she put the tray with the piece of roasted meat onto the kitchen table. The fat around it hissed and bubbled. The air was full of the smoky smell of cooked meat. ‘I mean, if you don’t eat meat?’

Mr Stanley pushed his chair back and sharpened the carving knife against a grey piece of stone. It made a scritchscritch noise.

‘Vegetables, fish, pasta, noodles, cheese . . .’ Ruby said. She felt ashamed suddenly, it seemed rude to refuse a meal that it had taken Mrs Stanley all afternoon to cook. She wished Fiona hadn’t said anything, she could have just eaten the vegetables and they probably wouldn’t have noticed.

Mrs Stanley had the fridge door open and was pulling things out and putting them on the bench – a head of lettuce, a floppy bunch of spring onions, a large tomato.

‘I can make you a salad,’ she said. ‘I feel so stupid.’

Mr Stanley forked some sliced meat onto three of the plates on the table. Fiona reached across and pulled off a small piece of the roast then popped it into her mouth.

‘No one expects a kid to be a veggo,’ Mr Stanley said, passing the plate to Fiona who was ladling roast potatoes and pumpkin onto the plates. ‘Adults maybe, but not a kid.’

‘And yet there’s no reason why not, is there?’ Mrs Stanley pulled the outer leaves off the lettuce and dropped them into the bin. ‘I mean, why shouldn’t a young person have beliefs of their own?’

‘Have you ever tasted meat?’ Mr Stanley asked. He balanced a small piece of meat on the sharp end of the knife and Ruby was worried that he would offer it to her to try. ‘I mean, is it the taste you don’t like, or what?’

She looked at the little piece of meat. It was pink in the centre and when she looked down at the plate, she could see a pool of blood mixed in with bits of black herbs.

‘Ruby thinks eating meat is murder,’ Fiona said with her mouth full. She sawed away at a piece of pumpkin that was dark brown on the outside but when she cut it open it was bright orange.

Mr Stanley stood up straight and put down the knife. ‘We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for meat. We would have died out as a species if we hadn’t hunted and killed animals for food.’

Mrs Stanley stood at the sink, patting at the lettuce leaves with a tea towel. ‘She’s an animal lover, Max. It’s understandable.’ She brought the lettuce leaves over and added them to Ruby’s plate.

Mr Stanley sat down and picked up his knife and fork. ‘I love animals too,’ he said, looking at Ruby. ‘But you’ve got to be practical.’

Ruby cut up the lettuce and forked a piece into her mouth, keeping her eyes on the plate. She wished they would talk about something else.

Mr Stanley leaned forward with his elbows on the table. ‘You’ve never tried sausages, hamburgers?’

She chewed and shook her head.

Mr Stanley sat back in his chair. ‘You don’t know what you’re missing!’

‘Stop it, Max,’ Mrs Stanley said sharply. ‘Leave her alone.’

No one spoke. The lettuce sounded loud and crunchy in Ruby’s mouth. Their chewing sounded wet and soft. She cut off a piece of potato but it was covered in grease from the pan and when she lifted it up to her mouth she could smell that cooked animal smell. She put the potato down and pushed it under a piece of lettuce. She took tiny bites and ate slowly so she wouldn’t finish before the others.

*

Ruby was so excited when Mitch arrived the next day she ran across the farmyard, hens spilling around her, grabbing him in a hug.

‘Whoa,’ he said, swinging her round. ‘That’s some welcome. You should stay away more often.’

He sat at the kitchen table with a mug of tea, his wet hair leaving a damp mark down the back of his t-shirt. Mrs Stanley set a plate of lamingtons on the table, the coconut like snow on the plate.

‘Allan?’ Mrs Stanley offered, moving the plate towards him. ‘You must be starving after all that surfing.’

‘Uh-uh, gotta watch the waistline,’ Mitch said, slapping at the muscles of his stomach.

‘As if you have to worry,’ Mrs Stanley said. ‘Don’t be silly.’ She held the plate out to him. Ruby wished he’d take one but he shook his head again.

‘Got some veg for you.’ Mr Stanley pushed his chair back then took a plastic bag out of the kitchen drawer and went out into the yard.

‘Additives, preservatives, dairy products, I try to avoid them,’ Mitch said to Mrs Stanley.

‘Probably very wise. Must make cooking a challenge. What about Ruby’s mum, is she the same?’ Mrs Stanley asked.

‘No, she wasn’t,’ Mitch said coldly. ‘She died of cancer.’

Mrs Stanley put her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh.’

Ruby put her lamington back down on the plate. She couldn’t look at anyone. Fiona was staring at her in surprise. She hated being caught out hiding things from the Stanleys. Why had Mitch blurted out what he always told her was no one else’s business?

Mrs Stanley put her hand on Ruby’s shoulder. ‘I had no idea. I’m so sorry, Allan. When did she—’

‘Ruby was six weeks old,’ Mitch said. ‘But we don’t like to talk about her, do we, Rube?’

Ruby shifted on her chair. The kitchen felt crowded. She wished she was outside with Melba, brushing her coat so that it shone. ‘No,’ she mumbled.

Mrs Stanley fiddled with the tea cosy, tugging it roughly over the teapot. ‘But surely it’s good for children to know about their parents.’

‘You can’t miss someone you never knew. Ruby was a baby. Besides, I’m her mother and her father all rolled into one.’ He picked up his car keys and rattled them at Ruby. ‘You all packed? We’d better get a move on.’

Mrs Stanley turned to the fridge and stood staring in there with the door open.

The back door squeaked open and Mr Stanley came in with a bag full of tomatoes and lettuce. ‘Take some of these home with you, Allan?’

‘Thanks, mate.’ Mitch peered into the bag.

‘Well.’ Mrs Stanley let the fridge door close with a bang. ‘We’ll see you out then.’

Outside they stood beside Jim’s old ute and Ruby told the Stanleys all about the work Mitch had done on it to get it going again. But Fiona looked miserable that she was leaving, Mrs Stanley was staring into space with a hand on Ruby’s shoulder as if she were a statue. Only Mr Stanley was nodding at her. He clapped his hand on Mitch’s shoulder as he got in the car. ‘Sounds like you did a good job, mate.’

As they drove away Ruby put her hand out the window, the wind buffeting her fingers as she waved. Fiona’s face was scrunched up against the wind and Mrs Stanley leaned into Mr Stanley and drew his arm around her shoulders, as if he could keep her warm from the cold.
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Mitch was at the kitchen table when she got home after school, whistling as he peeled away the thick leaves at the base of a cauliflower. ‘You’re early, Dad.’ She swung her bag onto the back of her chair and opened the fridge, savouring the flow of cool air on her hot face. She pulled out a jug of water.

‘Had a good day,’ he said, leaning over and brushing his lips against her hair. ‘Made a big sale. Boss let me leave early.’ He pulled a face. ‘So generous of him. God, I hate being a fuckin’ wage slave.’ He chopped the cauliflower into flowerets.

She flopped down at the table and took a long drink. ‘Did you sell a lot of plants?’

‘Sure did. Lady came in to buy a few succulents. A very nice lady,’ he drawled. ‘Very nice. Turned on the charm and sold her three boxes.’ He flashed his teeth then jutted his hip and Ruby laughed.

He pointed at the fridge with his knife. A flyer for the school’s Christmas fete with a picture of a clown holding a bunch of balloons was stuck to the fridge with a magnet. ‘She said she was buying them to donate to that. Why didn’t you tell me about it?’

She frowned. He never showed any interest in school, got mad sometimes if she brought it up. ‘They want people to donate books and stuff – or work on the stalls or give money.’

‘We could perform. It’d be great practice.’ He wiggled his hips in a little dance.

Perform? Her neck itched at the thought of being on stage with everyone at school looking at her. Freddy and his mates, snickering behind their hands.

‘But they want things to sell, Dad – jams and chutneys, toys and stuff.’

‘We’ll donate what we make,’ he said happily and dropped the chunks of cauliflower into the sizzling oil. ‘We’ll knock their socks off.’ He whistled again, tipping the wok from side to side.

She didn’t answer, just jiggled her leg and stared at the floor.

‘What’s up? You’re allowed to make new friends but I’m not?’ He narrowed his eyes against the smoke rising from the wok.

She went over to the stove and put her head against his shoulder. ‘But you said we should never work for free.’

‘We’re not.’ He squeezed her with one arm, and tipped the wok with his free hand. ‘This’ll pay off for us, you’ll see.’

*

Classes went slowly on the Friday of the Christmas fete. Ruby felt sick. She hadn’t even told Fiona yet that she and Mitch were performing and she tried not to keep going through the moves in her head. She wished that Mitch was like the other dads, like Mr Stanley who had arrived at school at lunchtime and was up a ladder hanging lanterns from the trees, or the dads who had ducked over from the factory in their lunch break in their squeaky white boots to set up tables for the outdoor cafe.

Ruby was glad when four o’clock came round and she and Fiona had a two-hour shift on the cake stall. The fete was busy with parents milling about with little kids in prams, and toddlers dragging them this way and that, pony rides and a spinning wheel and a lucky dip, and stalls selling plants and knitted stuff and toys and jams.

The face-painting stall had the longest queue. A mum sat on a haybale with a small table of paints in front of her while kids crowded round excitedly, watching her transform human faces into magical or wild creatures. It was Freddy’s mum, but she had her hair in a thick black plait over one shoulder instead of up in a cone and she wore a baggy man’s shirt spattered with paint.

Their shift finished as the sun was setting. She made an excuse to Fiona and disappeared into the toilet block to get ready. When she came out she saw Freddy and Chenille, side by side on the swings facing her, dragging their feet through the tanbark, surrounded by a group of kids. Chenille had gone home to change and wore a hot pink crop top and cut-off shorts. She looked very grown up. They glanced over at her then Freddy said something under his breath and Chenille gave an exaggerated laugh.

Ruby felt silly in the new black leotard, which she’d bought because her pink one was too small, and her pink fairy wings.

‘It’s Fearless Fly!’ Freddy pointed and the others started chanting, ‘Fearless Fly! Fearless Fly!’

She wanted to run back into the toilet block and hide but Mitch would be here any minute. She hurried around the back of the building then climbed to the top of the fig tree and waited for him to arrive, forcing herself to take deep breaths and empty her mind.

There was a kind of ripple through the crowd when he arrived. She climbed down to the limb that stretched out across the yard and waited there. The light was fading and people parted around him like grass in the wind. Mitch wore the dusty brown overcoat with the string round the waist, a piece of tinsel stuck through the buttonhole. He swigged theatrically from the brown paper bag, veering this way and that through the crowd. He paused to pluck a coin from behind a kid’s ear here and there, flicked the blue scarf off from around his neck and turned it red, and made smoke rise from his fingertips before he reached the small stage.

The music started up and she began to count. Down below, Mitch’s drunken juggling on the unicycle made the crowd laugh, and little kids were lifted onto their dad’s shoulders for a better view, their faces painted so that tigers, vampires and glittering fairies loomed out of the dark.

Ruby tried not to look at the people now, just kept her eyes locked on Mitch, the music coursing through her like a heartbeat, one two three, one two three, then she pushed off on the swing – high above the heads of the crowd. Down below Mr Browning switched on the spotlight aimed at her. She swung back and forth, felt the faces following her, then she stood up, reached her hands up the ropes and flipped upside down, holding her body up straight like an arrow. She held it for three beats, then flipped again so she was standing upright, to clapping and cheers. She grasped the rope beside the swing, slithered to the ground and cartwheeled across in front of Mitch to the alcove beside the stage. She didn’t know who they were clapping for now, it was a blur of noise. Mitch was tangoing on the unicycle, people were calling out and cheering. She lit the rag, then it was the throw, the catch, the fire breathing, the bucket. Then she was back out, cartwheeling into the light, the timing perfect, up, up, onto his shoulders, straightening up, arms out wide.

But something was wrong. She felt him hesitate, slow. She was too big for him. He couldn’t hold her. She wobbled, the crowd leaned back and gasped. Mitch threw his arms out wide and with a huge push spun forward towards the tree and she saw the rope, and grabbed it as he spun backwards away from her. She hung there for a moment, feet swinging, then held out an arm in a wave to the crowd, who laughed and hooted and then turned as Mitch drew their attention away and she shimmied up, legs shaking, until she reached the swing and sat there, trembling, as the crumpled tramp, now a handsome man, spun in and out of the lights, to claps and cheers.

Afterwards, kids swarmed around her, excitedly calling her name. Fiona pushed to the front and pulled at her arm. ‘Rube!’ Fiona kept laughing. ‘Oh, Rube!’

But she felt jittery, as if she was still up on Mitch’s shoulders, about to fall. She walked around the fete looking but not seeing, the voices of people calling goodnight and congratulations and wonderful show sliding past her.

The crowd was thinning out when she found Mitch, sitting on a haybale next to Mrs Gaetano, who was dipping her brushes in a cup of water and then wiping them dry on a rag and dropping them into a carry case.

‘This is my daughter, Ruby.’

Mrs Gaetano tipped her head on one side and looked at Ruby. ‘Your mother must have been a beauty.’

Ruby hesitated, waiting for Mitch to answer coldly, to cut the conversation short.

‘Oh, she was. And she had impeccable taste.’ Mitch did a little bow from the waist.

Ruby had the same feeling she’d had up on his shoulders – the unevenness of their rhythm, the sickening feeling she was about to fall.

Mrs Gaetano laughed, bent the tip of a paintbrush and flicked water at him. ‘You men are so vain,’ she said in a teasing voice. ‘I don’t know how we stand it.’ She picked up her jacket and Mitch jumped to his feet and took it off her, shaking the arms out and holding it behind her like a matador with a cape. Mrs Gaetano slipped her arms into the sleeves and he smoothed the jacket over her shoulders. Without turning round, she wiggled her fingers in farewell as she walked away.

‘Dad.’ Ruby pulled at his t-shirt. He looked miles away. She wanted him to stop and look at her, put his arms around her. ‘I nearly fell, Dad.’

He picked up his backpack and slung it on his shoulder, pausing to look at her. ‘A slight wobble.’ He moved an arm around her neck. ‘You know your problem?’ He spoke into her hair. ‘You’ve forgotten how to trust your old dad.’

He took hold of her hand and swung it in his, as if she was a little kid, all the way back to the car. Away from the streetlights, the sky was dark and the stars looked sharp and cold.
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When Ruby arrived on the last day of school a bunch of kids ran towards her, calling hello. Freddy and Chenille were the only ones who still ignored her since the fete.

The class was noisy with everyone talking excitedly while they cleared out their desks and helped Mrs Thompson tidy up the classroom before school finished at lunchtime. Mitch said Christmas was a scam dreamed up by greeting card companies to help capitalists make more money, but Ruby was excited when they made gifts at school for their parents. She made Mitch a coil pot decorated with swirly waves and tonight she was going for a sleepover at Fiona’s.

Mrs Thompson handed out their booklists for next year and Ruby was swept up in the excitement about going into grade six. Mitch seemed to have forgotten about leaving. He hadn’t talked about the Kombi or complained about work at the nursery in ages and he seemed to love the weekend landscaping job he’d taken on.

*

From where she stood on the Stanleys’ kitchen table Ruby was level with the green metal canisters on the top shelf of the old wooden dresser that were labelled flour, sugar, rice, coconut. She could have reached up and touched the fan that was whirring on the ceiling if she wanted to.

‘We’re on holidays,’ Fiona grumbled. ‘Can’t we do all this school stuff after Christmas?’

Mrs Stanley put a pin in the hem of the uniform. ‘This way there’s no last-minute dramas. Besides, there’ll be no second-hand uniforms left after Christmas,’ she said. ‘I was lucky to grab these at the op shop today. You should be grateful.’

‘Thanks, Mrs Stanley,’ Ruby said. Mitch wouldn’t like her accepting the school dress but she loved the feel of the soft cotton.

‘Huh,’ Mrs Stanley glanced up at her. ‘I didn’t mean you, love.’ She cast a frown at Fiona. ‘Now I’ve left a wide hem on it because you’re getting so tall so there’ll be room to let it down if we need to, OK? But it should be fine for first term. You can wear it at interschool sports, can’t she Fiona?’

‘Uh-huh,’ Fiona said. Ruby could tell she wasn’t listening. She had the latest Dolly magazine and nothing could distract her.

‘I loved school sports meets,’ Mrs Stanley said, sticking a pin through the hem of the dress. ‘It was where we got to see all the local boys.’

‘Mu-u-um,’ Fiona said, lifting her head from the magazine.

‘You two not interested in boys?’ Mrs Stanley asked in a teasing voice.

‘Nah,’ Ruby said. ‘Boys are boring.’ And mean. She thought about Freddy Gaetano calling her Freak Features.

Fiona didn’t say anything. She was looking at her magazine and Ruby couldn’t see her face. Outside the hens cackled and a bucket clinked.

‘I met Fiona’s father at a dance,’ Mrs Stanley went on. ‘How did your parents meet, Ruby?’

Ruby imagined, from the photo of them in the garden, that they might have met at a party. Mitch would have been at the centre of it, pouring drinks, taking charge of the music. And he would have noticed her mother because she was the kind of person who was friendly and confident and could just go up to people she didn’t know – people who were shy or who felt awkward or who were on their own – and make friends with them.

‘At a party, I think,’ she said.

‘Your dad doesn’t really like to talk about her?’ Mrs Stanley’s face was turned up towards her.

‘Makes him mad when I ask.’ She would love to show Mrs Stanley the secret photos of her mum. Mrs Stanley was the kind of person who could keep a secret if you asked her. But that would mean explaining why they were a secret and Ruby wasn’t sure she understood herself.

‘Well that’s a real shame.’ Mrs Stanley lowered her head again. ‘I’m sure your mum would be very proud of you.’ Then she looked up. ‘She was from Melbourne too, wasn’t she? You know I’ve got cousins in Melbourne—’

‘All of them stickybeaks like Mum,’ Fiona said in a bored voice from the couch.

Mrs Stanley ignored her. ‘I could ask them to see if you’ve got any other family down there. What was your mum’s name, Ruby?’

‘Nadia Volkoff,’ Ruby said. An empty feeling washed through her. She wished she knew more about her mother than just her name. She wished Mitch would tell her stories about her mother the way Mrs Stanley was telling stories about Mr Stanley: not just how they met, but what sort of person she was, what she said when Ruby was born, what she smelled like, what her favourite food was, how they were alike, or different.

‘What is it?’ Mrs Stanley was looking up at her.

‘Dad wouldn’t like it.’

Mrs Stanley fussed around the hem, fiddling with pins. ‘He wouldn’t need to know.’

That would mean keeping it secret from Mitch. She was sick of secrets. She felt itchy and hot, the pins in the hem prickled her legs and she shifted on the table.

Mrs Stanley was looking up at her as if she was waiting for her to answer.

Ruby looked away. ‘So did Mr Stanley ask you to dance?’

Fiona groaned. ‘Don’t ask, Rube!’

Mrs Stanley gave a nod, and squeezed Ruby’s hand. ‘He came into that hall and I took one look at him and knew he was the one.’ She picked up the tin of pins. ‘Keep still now.’

Ruby didn’t move, feeling the material being tugged, then let go, and Mrs Stanley’s cool fingers occasionally brushing against her knees. ‘He was there with someone else,’ Mrs Stanley went on. ‘Sharp little piece called Lucy. He didn’t even notice me. He needed a bit of help, you see.’

Fiona scraped her chair back from the table. ‘I’m going to watch TV,’ she said.

Mrs Stanley watched her go. Then she picked up the hem again and reached for a pin. ‘I found out he lived on a farm a couple of hours from here but back in those days you didn’t run into people the way you do now. So, I thought I can either just sit back and wait and run the risk that next time I see him he’s married, or I can take the initiative.’ She put her head on one side. ‘Arms up.’

Ruby raised her arms and watched her shadow stretch on the kitchen wall.

Mrs Stanley slid her fingers in the armholes and pulled. ‘They’re OK,’ Mrs Stanley said. ‘Come down onto the chair, love.’

Ruby stepped off the table onto the rickety chair with the kangaroo and the emu carved on its back. Now her head was only slightly above Mrs Stanley’s. She could smell the lovely lilac talc that she used.

‘So you know what I did? I wrote him a letter and asked him out!’ She put her hand to her mouth and looked at Ruby with her eyes wide. ‘It was so . . . bold. It was so unlike me, but it worked. He said anyone with that much gumption was worth meeting and we met one night outside the post office in Bombora and we went to a cafe and I could only drink tea I was so nervous but he put away bacon and eggs and toast, the lot, and once we started talking, we just couldn’t stop. He drove me home, then he walked me to the gate and we stood by the front fence for a couple of hours until Dad called out that all that talking and laughing was enough to keep the whole neighbourhood awake and we’d better knock it off.’

Laughing, Mrs Stanley picked up a reel of cotton from the table and wound the loose trail of thread back on. ‘You’ve got to go after what you want, that’s what I say.’ She dropped the cotton into her wicker sewing basket and looked up at Ruby, pushing both hands into the small of her back. ‘Turn around now, slowly, that’s the girl.’

Ruby turned carefully, conscious of the rickety chair shifting with her weight.

‘You look lovely,’ Mrs Stanley said. She stood looking up at her and dropped her voice. ‘I never told my parents about that letter. They would have died of shame.’ She glanced down at her hands and then back up again. ‘But sometimes our parents aren’t the best judges of things. You’ve got to do what feels right to you. You can’t spend your whole life trying to please other people. Do you know what I mean?’

Ruby wasn’t sure, but she nodded.

*

The next morning she woke up early, excited to get up and collect the eggs and feed Melba before breakfast. They were sitting at the table eating banana pancakes with the back door open to catch any breeze when Mitch arrived.

‘Allan, come in!’ Mrs Stanley pulled her faded pink dressing gown together with one hand. ‘Tea?’

He was dressed for work in worn denim overalls with no shirt, a red and white bandanna wrapped around his head to keep his hair back. He pursed his lips and shook his head. ‘Can’t stay, thanks, Pauline. I’ve come to pick Ruby up, I need help on a job.’

He jerked his head at Ruby as if to say, Hurry up.

‘But we were going to go to the pool,’ Ruby said when they got outside. And there was Melba to groom, lemon spread to make. ‘It’s not fair!’ She kicked the wheel of the ute.

‘And I’ve got to get this job done. They’ve got a party on tonight and I’m nowhere near finished.’

Mitch turned onto a winding road out of town that took them up into the hills that were covered in brown scrubby grass, worn in places to dirt by the cows looking for shade.

Ruby frowned. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Connie’s,’ he said.

‘This is the Gaetanos’ road,’ Ruby said, putting both hands on the dashboard as he took another sharp turn. Her mouth felt very dry.

‘Uh-huh.’ Mitch slowed at a large black iron gate with stone pillars. He pressed the buzzer.

‘Hi!’ a woman’s voice crackled from the box.

‘Con!’ Mitch said. ‘It’s me.’

All the relief she felt about escaping Freddy for the holidays disappeared.

The gates swung open and the ute crunched across the white gravel, past stone lions at the top of a flight of stairs, their mouths open in a roar, past a verandah covered in a vine with purple flowers hanging down like bunches of grapes and to a carport. Mitch leaned into the back of the ute and began unloading plants.

Ruby felt sweaty and hot. She didn’t want to be working like a servant at Freddy Gaetano’s house. She pulled her hat down low on her head, picked up two pots and followed Mitch through a patch of bamboo and out to the other side of the garden.

‘Wow!’ she breathed. Insects buzzed over a huge swimming pool striped with the shadows of the bamboo. Next to it a round building with no walls had white filmy curtains that shifted with the breeze. On the other side of the pool was a low building with sliding glass doors. Inside was a room with a mirror along one wall, dumbbells, a running machine.

‘Stop gawking,’ Mitch said. ‘Plant them in a line over there.’ He pointed at a low wall behind the deckchairs that lined the edge of the pool. On top of the wall, spidery plants like the ones Ruby carried shot white and mauve flowers out over the edge. Ruby looked at the back of the house. All the curtains were closed.

When Mitch turned on the high-pressure hose, she jumped. The water roared out and he directed it brick by brick across the patio at the back of the house, the water turning the dusty red bricks dark red and then collecting along the edges of the garden in cloudy puddles. When he’d finished, he took the broom and swept the water into the garden, the broom making a swishing sound as he moved along the edge and under the trees.

Ruby measured the length of the wall with a tape measure, clicking the little button on the side so it came shooting back towards her and into the case. She had twenty-five plants all up, and she tried to work out the distance she had to leave between each plant, but the numbers kept flying away from her. She was tense with waiting for the moment when Freddy came outside and saw her.

The back door slid open with a grinding sound and Mrs Gaetano stepped out. A little satin coat with a dragon embroidered on it was tied tightly round her waist and she was wearing white high-heel sandals with white fluff on the front. Her shoes click-clacked as she walked carefully across the wet patio. ‘Is it OK to walk here?’ she called to Mitch.

Mitch turned, holding the broom that dripped water. ‘Would you have stopped if I’d told you to?’

She gave a low laugh then reached into her pocket and pulled out a packet of Marlboro. She shook one out and held it between her fingers.

‘I’ve got a helper today,’ Mitch said. ‘You remember Ruby?’

‘Hello,’ Ruby said. She held a pot upside down in her hand and with the other hand she pressed against the soil around the base of the plant to stop it sliding out and onto the paving.

‘Of course,’ Mrs Gaetano said. ‘You stole the show.’ She laughed and lifted one hand up to shade her eyes as she looked at Ruby across the pool. Her housecoat rode up and her legs looked long and white. The white fluff on her slippers drifted in little tendrils when she moved. She murmured something to Mitch and laughed again.

‘Freddy’s at his cousin’s today,’ Mrs Gaetano called to Ruby, ‘otherwise you’d have someone to play with.’

Ruby relaxed and smiled back at her.

‘She’s here to work,’ Mitch said.

‘Slavedriver!’ Mrs Gaetano said and flicked her red nails at him then followed a man in an apron, who had appeared from the carport with trays of food, inside the house.

Ruby had planted fifteen of the plants when a big man stepped out onto the patio in shorts and bare feet with a towel draped around his neck. His grey hair was swept back from his face. He reminded Ruby of one of the lions on the front steps. He dropped his towel on one of the chairs and dived into the pool. Cool water sprayed up and onto Ruby’s back. He burst up out of the water at the other end with a snorting, whooshing noise and she turned around, hoping to get some splashed on her face. But he just flicked his head back, took another deep breath and swam underwater to the other end of the pool. She could see bubbles rising as he swam and she imagined herself in there, sinking slowly in the cool blue water.

‘Hey, mate!’ Mr Gaetano was towelling his hair dry. ‘Clean this up will you?’

He pointed to the pool where two leaves drifted on the surface.

Mitch said something and the man stopped towelling his hair. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said, I’m not the pool boy,’ Mitch said and continued sweeping the water from the edge of the patio into the garden.

Ruby lowered the plant she was holding into the hole but she dropped it too soon and it fell sideways, its leaves jammed against the side, its flowers crushed. She picked up her trowel and began digging to make the hole wider.

‘We pay you, don’t we?’ Mr Gaetano said, dropping the towel on the chair and talking to Mitch’s back. ‘You’re the gardener, right?’

He stood with his hands on his hips and Ruby could see how Freddy took after his dad. They had the same way of standing, the same way of talking loudly with their heads tilted back.

The glass door slid open. ‘Frank?’ Mrs Gaetano said in a high voice. She had changed into wide white pants and a black-and-white striped top that tied around her neck.

Mr Gaetano still had his hands on his hips and his chest moved up and down. ‘What is it with this bloke?’ he asked. ‘I ask him to pick up a few leaves and he makes a big production.’

‘Come in and get dressed,’ Mrs Gaetano said and took him by the arm.

He let her lead him in through the open door but he turned back to look at Mitch and poked his finger as he spoke. ‘Don’t bother coming back! And don’t think you’ll get work anywhere else around here, I’ll make sure of that.’ He slid the door closed behind him with a crunch.

Mitch muttered something under his breath. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he growled, his face red.

She dug another hole quickly and dropped a plant in. The sun had moved higher now and the shade was gone. She could feel it burning the back of her neck.

The empty pots rattled around in the back when Mitch reversed out of the carport, his eyes on the rear-view mirror. Ruby stayed quiet as long as she could but then the words burst out of her.

‘Did he mean it, Dad, about not getting work?’ She shivered remembering Mr Gaetano’s angry, shouting face.

Mitch yanked the steering wheel full lock and turned the ute around. ‘Connie’s the boss in that household. I don’t take my orders from that prick.’ Gravel spat under the tyres as he accelerated down the drive. He narrowed his eyes and glanced at her. ‘You know what bullies are full of? Envy. They want something you’ve got, something they know they’ll never have.’

But what could Mr Gaetano want that Mitch had? The Gaetanos had everything. A pool, a gym, a big house. They were rich.

Late that night after she had gone to bed the phone rang and Mitch answered but she couldn’t hear the words, just the tone of his voice, angry at first, then softening, and later low laughter.
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When she got up the next morning there was a note from Mitch on the kitchen table, propped against the green glass she used as a vase. A spindly daisy drooped its head over the top of the page. Got a few days’ work down the coast. Keep it to yourself. Surprise for you. x.

She read it again. His spiky writing was like a fence, keeping her out. A few days? Why hadn’t he taken her with him now that school was finished? She didn’t want to be stuck here. Fiona and her mum were out doing Christmas shopping or visiting neighbours and Mr Stanley was away helping with the fire on the other side of Bombora. Everyone else had things to do.

She stomped out onto the front verandah and flopped on the couch, which was already sticky and hot. The sky was a hard blue with not a wisp of cloud.

The glittery red lava spilling from Vesuvius on the table in the corner of the porch caught her eye. She could get on with her Pompeii project. She took the bucket and makings for the papier-mâché figures back inside.

She would leave the misshapen Pythagoras for now and start a new figure. She named this one Maria as she stuck tiny pieces of the gluey paper on the wire frame. Maria would be hurrying home with a loaf of fresh bread from the bakery. Ruby moulded the paper to make a long dress, something flowing and loose, something carefree, something any woman would wear in Pompeii on any normal day. It was a warm and peaceful morning as Maria paused at the top of a set of stairs down to a little narrow street and she was happy.

But Ruby had trouble with the loaf of bread in Maria’s arms. It was too big. It looked like she was carrying a rock. She shaved a bit off, shaped it again. Then with the knife made crisscross patterns across its surface. She pushed herself back from the table and tilted her head to look at it but she couldn’t get it right.

*

The next night Mitch rang from a phone box. ‘How’s things?’ he asked.

She could hear George Michael singing ‘Wake Me Up’ out on the verandah. Usually she liked being able to listen to her music on the radio but it sounded jangly and thin. ‘The same. Hot.’ She pulled on the curly lead from the telephone, winding it around and around her finger. ‘I could have come with you. I could have helped.’

‘Not on this job.’

‘Because of the surprise?’ She felt hopeful.

‘Ha! Think you can trick me?’

‘Is it a Christmas present?’ She let go of the lead and it bounced back into tight curls. He’d got her a bike, one with fat white wheels and little plastic strips on the handles that fluttered as she rode.

‘Gotta go. Stay cool.’ Mitch laughed just before his money ran out.

That night she dreamed of riding over the hills on her new bike, the moonlight catching the spokes, sending out sparks.

*

Two days later when she woke up the air smelled like someone was burning off. She brought Maria in from the porch and sat in the kitchen with the blinds drawn but there were no cool spots left in the house. She wet a face flannel and draped it around her neck.

She saw a different figure than the one she’d been working on. Maria was carrying something that was too big to be a loaf of bread, it lay across her arms like a baby in a padded blanket. The carefree Maria was gone. The National Geographic article Ruby read said that life in Pompeii had continued as normal right up until the last possible moment. The pictures showed grain in the middle of being milled, water urns half filled. But Maria had sensed something, maybe she caught a whiff of that bad egg sulphur smell, or maybe she noticed how the goats in the town were bleating and straining at their ropes. Perhaps Maria was running down the steps, not walking; she was panting, holding the baby tightly in her arms, carrying her baby to somewhere safe, to higher ground, or to a boat. She looked at Maria’s figure again, her heart stuttering, and saw how, unmistakeably now, she was fleeing. This was no peaceful scene. People were not standing in doorways calling out ‘good morning’ to their neighbours, they were hurrying out into the street, calling out not to one another but to God, to their children, preparing to run.

Suddenly a thin whoop-whoop sound started up outside and she hurried back out to the porch. The air tasted of smoke and it took her a second to recognise the sound was a fire alarm like the one they used at evacuation drills at school. Was this a practice drill? She felt a tight band around her chest and began to pant. There was no Mrs Thompson in her fire warden hardhat and high-vis vest to tell her what to do. Something floated down and landed on the table. Ash was settling on the ledge and railings like snow. She leaned over the verandah railing. A great cloud of smoke rose from behind the forest.

She raced to her room, grabbed her backpack and began stuffing clothes inside but then she saw all the other things, the travel diaries and drawings and pieces of driftwood and shells and project books and something fluttered like a bird in her throat.

Don’t let your emotions take over, Mitch would say. Drawings she could do again. There was always more driftwood. But shells, shells of just the right shape and colour, they could take a lifetime to find. She emptied a shoebox full of coloured paper that had once been home to a grasshopper and scooped the shells inside.

She could hear them rattling in the box as she ran down the hallway towards the back door, then she stopped. She ran back to Mitch’s room and opened his old suitcase, and pulled out the copy of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and the Kodak envelope. Stay calm, she could imagine Mitch saying. But that wasn’t easy when the smoke was drifting inside the house.

Back in the kitchen she went to grab the envelope of money from behind the clock but it was gone. She looked around the kitchen for it, then ran back into Mitch’s room but it was nowhere she could see. Back in the kitchen she stopped and put the figure of Maria carrying her baby inside the shoebox with the shells. The smell of smoke was overpowering now and she ran outside. She wheeled the Jim’s bike out of the shed and rode down the sideway. As she left, she heard the phone ringing.

She steered with one hand and held the shoebox under her other arm as she pedalled on the rusty old bike towards town. The air felt like a hot blanket over her mouth and nose, which made it hard to breathe, and her eyes stung. The screeching of the siren grew louder and she pedalled fast, imagining the bike tyres melting against the heat of the asphalt.

Main Street was filled with cars and people milled around outside the scout hall. Fiona rushed out when she saw her coming. ‘Rube! Over here!’ Her eyes were shining. ‘We’re going to be on the telly,’ she said excitedly. ‘ABC news are here! There’s a whole new fire.’

Ruby’s legs felt shaky as she wheeled the bike to the side of the hall. She bent down and touched the front tyre. It felt hot and soft.

Mr Stanley was on the footpath directing Neil, the tuna fisherman, who was trying to park his boat trailer in a tight space between two cars. Mrs Stanley stood with a group of people looking worried at the growing cloud of smoke billowing from behind the mountain. She hurried over. ‘Ruby,’ she said, then put her arm around her and gave her a squeeze. ‘We called the house but you must have been on your way.’ She smelled of smoke. She wore a shapeless man’s cardigan over a dress and runners on her feet with the laces undone.

Mr Stanley gave Neil the thumbs up and came over. His hat was pushed back on his head and his face was smeared with dirt. ‘You came on a bike?’ He looked around. ‘Where the fuck is your father?’

‘Max!’ Mrs Stanley said in a warning voice.

Mr Stanley bit his lower lip, gave his head a little shake and turned away.

‘Don’t you worry about him, love.’ Mrs Stanley steered her along the side of the hall away from the others. ‘But where is your dad?’

If people ask about me, use your head, Mitch always said. I don’t want people knowing our business.

Ruby looked down at Mrs Stanley’s hands, the nails torn and dirty and the sleeve of the cardigan starting to unravel. ‘He got some work down the coast.’ Her voice trembled.

Mrs Stanley put her arm round Ruby’s shoulder and pulled her close. ‘He must have missed the alerts this morning telling everyone to stay put. There wouldn’t be a working radio in that old ute, I bet. The main thing is he’s safe. But he won’t be able to get back with the road closed so try not to worry about him, love. Just stick with us, OK?’ She pulled her close again and Ruby could feel the bony outline of Mrs Stanley’s hip pressed up against her and the smell of smoke from her baggy cardigan.

*

Mrs Stanley sat all night outside the hall, waiting for news of Mr Stanley and jumping to her feet every time one of the crews returned, their faces black, hair singed, looking grim and exhausted. Ruby and Fiona huddled on a mattress on the wooden floor of the hall, surrounded by a sea of people wrapped in blankets. She and Fiona didn’t sleep. The air was thick with smoke and they wore wet hankies over their nose and mouth like cowboys. They stood up from time to time to go and check on Mrs Stanley, who sat perfectly still under the single outside lamp, bugs whizzing around her head, waiting for news.

In the middle of the night Mrs Stanley tiptoed into the hall and squatted down beside them. ‘He’s all right,’ she said. ‘He’s been up at Screw Creek, but he’s all right.’ Then her face had trembled, quivered and she began to cry. She gasped, took a deep breath. People around them stirred in their sleep and Fiona got up and walked her mother outside. Ruby lay on the mattress and thanked God or whoever it was up there that Mr Stanley was all right. After a while she got up and followed them outside. At the back of the hall she looked up the hill. The pink glow at the top seemed to grow as she watched. The wind flicked past and the hot air swirled with bits of grit that stung her skin.

‘There you are, Rube!’ Fiona came round the corner. ‘We couldn’t find you inside.’

Mrs Stanley followed her and opened her arms wide. ‘Come here, you two,’ she said in a strangled voice. She squeezed them against her body. ‘He’s safe,’ she said in a muffled voice. ‘And we’re safe – that’s all that matters.’ Ruby burrowed into Mrs Stanley and they stood in a tight circle. She knew she should feel relieved that Mr Stanley was OK but she didn’t feel safe. The sky was orange-black. Earlier the fire crews had been optimistic and determined; now they were silent, wrung-out. She lifted her face from Mrs Stanley’s chest. ‘What about Jim’s house?’ she asked.

She felt Mrs Stanley shudder. ‘Cameron and the others are up there now, trying to save it. But the forest’s well alight.’

Inside the hall, Mrs Stanley kneeled beside them on the mattress, smoothing a sheet over them. Ruby could feel herself going heavy and soft.

‘Rube?’ Fiona’s voice woke her. ‘I can’t sleep,’ she whispered. ‘I can’t help thinking about my dad.’

Ruby wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep but the hall was dark and the sky through the small window was black.

‘What?’ she replied groggily.

‘What if he’d died, Rube?’ Fiona’s voice was clogged. ‘What if Dad had died?’

‘But he’s all right.’ Ruby felt like she was in a dream.

‘But what if he had, it would be awful.’ Fiona sniffled. ‘Then I started thinking about your mum, Rube.’

‘Go back to sleep.’ Ruby rolled away.

‘Do you miss your mum, Rube?’

You couldn’t miss someone you never knew, Mitch had said. But she had known her mum, hadn’t she, when she was a baby?

Someone was moving around the edge of the hall and she could feel their footsteps echoing across the wooden floor, up through the mattress and into her body; a dull, hollow feeling as if her body was just air inside and the sounds echoed in there like they did in an empty room.

A baby nearby started to grizzle and bodies stirred all around her. No one was asleep. They were all pretending, pretending not to worry, pretending not to panic, pretending that the rains would come, that everything would be all right.

*

Overnight the wind dropped and in the morning the RFS announced that the danger had passed. Mrs Stanley sent both of them in search of Mr Stanley. The RFS shed was on the edge of a grassy paddock a few blocks away from the hall. Inside men’s voices roared, the smell of barbequed meat hung in the air. Mr Stanley’s car was parked at the back of the shed and he was sitting in the driver’s seat. His face was flushed and streaks of sweat left trails in the soot that covered his face.

‘No place for girls,’ he said through the open window of the ute.

Fiona shuffled her feet. ‘Mum said to come and get you.’

He pushed the car door open and it groaned. He swung his legs round and put his feet on the ground but he didn’t get out. His boots were caked with grey ash and the bottom of his overalls were black and trailed down over his heels. He held a beer bottle with both hands as if he thought it was going to fly away.

‘No place for girls,’ he said again.

He looked like a clown, Ruby thought. His nose was bright red with sunburn and the whites of his eyes glowed against the black of his face. Inside the shed a shout went up and people laughed.

‘What are you doing out here anyway?’ Fiona asked. Someone in the shed threw a beer can out the window and it landed near the back of the ute.

He shrugged. ‘Couldn’t hear myself think.’

Fiona kicked at the dirt with the toe of her sneaker. Just yesterday they had been dazzling white with pink stripes but today they were grey and stained from where water had seeped into the leather. ‘Mum said.’

He wagged his head from side to side. ‘Mum said,’ he mimicked, showing his teeth. He shifted his gaze to Ruby. ‘Cat got your tongue?’ He stared at her, waiting for her to answer.

He didn’t look like himself, Ruby thought. He didn’t sound like himself either.

He lifted the bottle and took a long drink. ‘Your dad OK?’ he asked, raising his eyebrows and making his eyes wide.

Ruby shrugged and stared at the pattern Fiona’s shoe was making in the dirt.

Mr Stanley nodded slowly, dipping his head up and down. ‘Lucky he got out of town when he did. Tell him that we missed him, won’t you? Me, and Neil and Cameron, the lot of us when we were saving Jim’s place.’ He swung his bottle at the shed and pulled his lips back in a sneer.

She clenched her fists. ‘Tell him yourself,’ she said. Her heart tumbled but she kept staring at him, into those too-white eyes in the dirty face.

Fiona tugged at Ruby’s hand. ‘Let’s go.’

Mr Stanley closed his eyes, blinked slowly and leaned forward to see her better. ‘You’re a gutsy kid . . .’

‘Dad!’ Fiona stepped forward and pushed at his arm. ‘Mum’s been up all night.’

He shook his head from side to side. His eyes closed again, then opened slowly. He looked at Ruby as if he’d just seen her for the first time. ‘Lost the lot,’ he said. ‘Whole fuckin’ lot, turned my back for two minutes and whoosh.’

Fiona touched his arm. ‘We know, Dad. Come on, Mum’s waiting.’

‘Can’t face her,’ he said. He lifted the bottle. When he lowered it again it was empty and he threw it out of the car and into the dirt.

When Ruby and Fiona got back to the scout hall they didn’t go inside. They huddled in the shade of the trees. The heat was like a blanket around them but it was better than the crowded hall, the tear-streaked faces of the adults and the little kids squealing and playing frantic chasey and being too rough with one another. They passed a bottle of warm water back and forth while they watched cars and trucks pull in.

News dribbled in as the day wore on. Mrs Stanley said there was no rhyme or reason to it, some places were untouched, others just metres away, burned to the ground. The Stanleys’ house was gone, all they saved was their car, a suitcase of photos and papers, and Melba.

Fiona hadn’t cried once since they learned their house was gone. But when her mother gave her the mauve parachute pants and the faded yellow ABBA t-shirt that had been donated she ran behind the hall to sit in the fork of a tree with her head turned away from anyone who might see her.

‘Leave her, love.’ Mrs Stanley stopped Ruby from hurrying after her. ‘Let her have a good cry.’

Ruby stood frozen and watched Fiona from the side of the hall, her shoulders moving up and down, her face turned away. How could crying be good? It didn’t change anything.
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Ruby longed for a brisk wind to come and whisk away the ash but it just stirred the air into a smoky soup, then died down again, leaving everything hotter, drier and scratchier than before. She stood out on the front verandah of the house and looked out at the black ground and the smoke rising here and there in thin blue lines.

She heard the grumble of an engine and the Kombi came into view. The Kombi. Her heart felt like it dropped to her feet.

Mitch floored it up the driveway, the engine whining, then jumped out, calling for her.

‘Dad?’ She hurried down the hallway, the breath fluttering in her chest.

He grabbed her and pulled her close. ‘Thank Christ! I’ve been ringing and ringing. The fucking roads were closed!’ He held her at arm’s length then pulled her close again. ‘You must have been frantic about me, Rube!’

But she had been so worried about Mr Stanley and Cameron and all the others out fighting the fire, she’d hardly thought about Mitch at all. Goose bumps prickled along her arms. ‘You’ve got the Kombi?’

‘That’s the surprise! Fantastic, isn’t it? Made enough money in that last job to get us out of here.’ He turned and looked at it. ‘The old bastard didn’t keep it under cover so it’s got a bit of mould, and it needs a good clean, but apart from that it’s ready to go – we’re ready to go!’ He threw his arms wide and she noticed he was wearing new clothes – a dolphin rippled on the front of his blue t-shirt and the aqua board shorts looked like they’d been ironed.

They’d lost nothing in the fire. Her dad was safe. She should feel safe, and thankful. So why was it that all she wanted to do was cry?

He stood back and held her at arm’s length again. She opened her eyes and squinted into the hazy sunshine.

‘You look . . .’ He stopped and bit his lip. ‘You look different,’ he said. He frowned. ‘You all right?’

It was the worry in his voice that did it. Her chest ached. ‘We had to sleep in the hall,’ she croaked. ‘Everyone had to sleep in the hall.’

‘Terrible, isn’t it?’ He kept his arm around her and walked with her back to the Kombi then shut the driver’s side door.

She looked down the driveway. She waited for some sound, the wind through the trees, or the birds, but there was only the ticking of the engine.

‘Still, there’s no point feeling guilty, it’s just the luck of the draw.’ He swung a new leather bag out of the front seat and over his shoulder and headed back to the house.

‘It wasn’t luck, Dad. Cameron and the others were up here—’

But Mitch wasn’t listening. He opened the back door, slipped off his sandals in the kitchen and padded down the hall. On the front verandah he flopped on the couch.

‘I’ll just have this smoke and we’ll start packing.’ He pulled a packet of Drum out of the back pocket of his shorts. ‘We’ll leave first thing tomorrow.’

‘Are we really going?’ Ruby felt sick.

‘Sooner the better. Place’ll be a ghost town soon.’ The packet tipped, spilling tobacco on his knee. ‘Shit.’ He brushed the tobacco carefully into one hand, then pulled out a paper and stuck it to his bottom lip.

‘No, it won’t,’ Ruby said. She picked at the piece of white thread that hung from the stitching on the front of the couch, twisting the thread tight around the tip of her finger.

‘Everyone’s moving on, making a new start.’ He flipped the thin sausage of tobacco into the crease in the paper and rolled it. It made a rustling sound as it rolled back and forth in his fingers.

‘Maybe some people,’ she said, feeling the tip of her finger pulse. ‘Not everybody.’

He ran his tongue along the edge of the paper and looked at her. ‘People like the Stanleys have got nothing left. They’ll probably move to Brisbane, buy a house there . . .’

She pulled on the thread again but it wouldn’t give. ‘They won’t. They’ve started cleaning up. I said I’d help—’

‘You’d just get in the way, Rube. They don’t want you round at a time like this.’

‘They do!’ She pulled on the thread again and it snapped.

*

Mitch spent the rest of the afternoon carrying their gear from the shed and soon the roof rack was loaded with the tent and surfboards and chairs. When she smelled smoke Ruby jumped up and hurried outside. Mitch was dropping papers into a ten-gallon drum. Flames leapt from the top and his face looked orange and shiny in the firelight. The Ned Kelly helmet she’d got an A for at school poked up out of the top, orange flames licked the eyehole. ‘Dad!’ She ran over to the drum but the heat was too intense and she had to step back. ‘That was mine!’ She hated him then.

‘We don’t have space. We don’t need this extra stuff, Rube.’ He stepped back and admired the flames. He turned towards her, his eyes glittering in the firelight. ‘Get a move on.’

She pulled her old suitcase out from under her bed and lifted it up and onto the mattress.

‘You want Vegemite or peanut butter sandwiches for dinner?’ he called from the kitchen. ‘Speak now or forever hold your peace.’

‘Why do we have to go? I don’t want to go!’ She slammed the suitcase shut.

He appeared in her doorway with his hands on his hips. ‘Me, me, me. There’s two of us, remember?’ he said angrily.

She didn’t answer, just squeezed her eyes shut.

‘I’m disappointed in you.’ He took a deep breath and then let it go with a whoosh. ‘For fuck’s sake, everything we need is right there in that van, we don’t need anything else. We don’t need anyone else.’

She picked up a pink t-shirt and squeezed it into a tight ball. ‘You can choose.

You can sulk or you can get on with it,’ Mitch’s voice travelled back to her as he walked away. ‘Either way, we’re leaving first thing.’

Later she lay in bed listening to the chunk-chunk as he stacked cans in a box, the foomp of the freezer door opening, the ice cubes clanging in the sink. She dreamed that the house was being pulled apart around her and all that was left was a skeleton frame.

When she woke it was still dark and her heart was hammering. Through the blind she could see a faint light. She lay there, catching her breath, listening. She could hear the faint grunt and wheeze of Mitch snoring in his room. You can choose, Mitch had said.

*

From the top of the road she could see the two silver domes of the Stanleys’ tents pitched beside the tangle of corrugated iron and bricks that used to be their house. The sky was getting light and in the distance Mr Stanley was bumping across the black ground in his ute, dodging in and out of the blackened trunks of trees.

Just then Mrs Stanley stepped out of the larger tent and gave a cry, running towards her with her arms open. She grabbed Ruby and held her close. ‘We heard you were leaving. Oh, we thought you’d gone!’ she sobbed.

Then Fiona was there, squeezing between her mother and Ruby, breathless. ‘Rube, you’re here!’ And Mrs Stanley was shouting and waving to Mr Stanley who raced across the paddock in his ute, a trail of dust churning up behind him. Ruby let them hug her until she felt like they were squeezing the breath out of her. Fiona just kept laughing. ‘I kept telling them!’ she said. ‘Rube wouldn’t go without telling us. I kept saying you’d be back!’

*

Ruby felt like hiding when she saw the Kombi turn off the road and head towards them. Mrs Stanley wiped her hands on a rag and flicked it over her shoulder then walked forward to meet Mitch. He pulled up abruptly and she said something to him through the window then had to step quickly back as he swung the door open and pushed past her. She took the rag off her shoulder and wrung it in her hands.

‘Fiona!’ she called urgently. ‘Come and give me a hand!’

Mitch’s face was tight and red like a balloon as he half ran towards Ruby. She clenched her fists and tried to make the sick feeling in her stomach go away.

He gripped her shoulders. ‘What the fuck?’ He looked into her face as if he didn’t recognise her.

His fingers dug into her arms. ‘Don’t, Dad!’ She twisted away from his hands.

He gasped like he was in pain. ‘You can’t just run off!’

On the other side of the paddock Mr Stanley was chopping at the trunk of a burned tree. Mrs Stanley flapped the rag in the air to get his attention and he dropped the axe and began hurrying towards them.

‘This is not the way to handle conflict.’ Mitch’s voice shook.

She turned her back to him. Her shadow on the ground looked bigger because she was standing in front of him.

‘Rube?’ She could hear something else in his voice, something she’d never heard before, a kind of fear.

She turned around and looked at him.

His eyes were red and his lips were trembling. He stepped back, surprised, then uncertain. ‘What? What is it?’

‘I don’t want to go.’ There was a feeling in her chest like wings beating.

Behind her she could hear the Stanleys’ voices getting closer as they crossed the paddock.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake.’ Mitch spat the words. He screwed his face up like he’d tasted something bad.

Mrs Stanley hurried forward but then stopped. ‘Allan, I don’t want to interfere. But you know Ruby’s more than welcome if she’d like to stay with us for the rest of the holidays. Give you a little bit of a break?’

Mitch ignored her. He bent down and picked up a rock and weighed it in his fist. ‘After all I’ve fucking done for you.’

‘Please, Dad.’ She wished he’d stop looking at her like that.

‘Allan?’ Mr Stanley strode forward, hand outstretched. ‘You’d be doing us a favour, mate. Fiona could do with a friend right now.’

Mitch turned away and hurled the rock across the paddock.

He stood there for a few moments and she could see his shoulders as he sucked in deep breaths. ‘Till the end of the holidays, that’s it,’ he growled.

She grabbed his hand and squeezed. ‘Thanks, Dad,’ she breathed. But he pulled his hand from hers and quickly walked away.

She felt something wet on her scalp. She looked up and felt a fat drop of rain on her face then another, falling fast.
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Going to visit Melba would do them all good, Mrs Stanley said. No one answered. Mrs Stanley said a lot of things these days as if she didn’t expect an answer. Her eyes were pink and raw-looking and the creases in her neck were lined with black. Mr Stanley was quiet, sitting hunched over the steering wheel. Fiona huddled in her corner of the back seat with her knees drawn up, staring out the side window as if there was a TV on out there.

Ruby spoke and her voice sounded loud. ‘Wanna play “I Spy”?’

Fiona shrugged, chewing gum and looking out the window. ‘Nah.’ She blew a dirty grey balloon that deflated with a soft pffft.

‘Go on, love,’ Mrs Stanley said, stretching her arm over the front seat and touching Fiona’s knee. She turned back and after a while she said, ‘It’s not going to be easy. We’re all just going to have to make an effort.’

But Fiona just shrugged again and looked out the window.

Ahead of them traffic moved slowly as a stream of cars drove out of town pulling trailers full of furniture and belongings.

A sports car passed them going in the opposite direction. ‘There’s Lady Chatterley,’ Mr Stanley said.

Ruby turned to look out the back window. It was Freddy’s mum’s car.

‘Who?’ Mrs Stanley stared at the car.

‘That’s what Mick the postie calls her,’ Mr Stanley said. ‘Although I’ve never found her much of a chatterbox myself. The Lady bit I get. Swanning off to their holiday house a week ago and turning up again once the fire was over.’

Mrs Stanley was quiet, then she made an exasperated noise.

Mr Stanley frowned. ‘What? You don’t think that’s selfish?’

Mrs Stanley didn’t answer. She undid her seatbelt and turned her body round to face Ruby. She spoke slowly, ‘Ruby, were you on your own up at Jim’s house? Before the fire?’

Ruby squirmed in her seat, tried to look away but couldn’t. ‘Just for a little bit.’

‘On your own?’ Mr Stanley half turned, his face clenched. ‘You were up at that house on your own? For how long?’

‘Keep your eyes on the road,’ Mrs Stanley said sharply.

Ruby shrugged, upset at the annoyed look on Mrs Stanley’s face.

‘You’re not in trouble, love,’ Mrs Stanley said. ‘No one’s in trouble.’

Ruby looked out the window and spoke to the glass. ‘Dad had a big job on down the coast.’ She glanced back at Mrs Stanley and lifted her chin. ‘I can look after myself.’

Mr Stanley gave his head an angry shake. He flexed his hands on the steering wheel.

‘What are you looking at me like that for?’ Fiona asked him tearfully in the rear-view mirror. ‘I didn’t know!’

Mrs Stanley settled back in her seat and did up her seatbelt again. She took a deep breath then clapped her hands. ‘Melba’s going to be so pleased to see us!’

At the farm, when Melba trotted towards them, ears pricked and tail flicking, a feeling of happiness surged through Ruby. She pretended to race Fiona to the fence, but she let Fiona get there first. They made a fuss over Melba, feeding her the bits of carrot and apple they’d scrounged from the scout hall’s kitchen, stroking her and letting her nuzzle them. But Mr and Mrs Stanley stayed in the car the whole time talking, and on the drive back to Whalers Bay neither of them said a word.

*

It was important to establish a routine, Mrs Stanley said. Every morning they got up before it was light because it got too hot inside the tents once the sun was up. Each day there were jobs to do, hammering in the foundation pegs, mixing concrete or planting saplings along the fence lines. The afternoons were spent cooling off at the creek.

On Saturday mornings they dropped Mr Stanley at the post office where the other people who’d stayed gathered to pick up their mail and swap gossip and news.

‘Why can’t we go with Dad?’ Fiona complained every week as the small group waved at them as Mrs Stanley pulled away from the kerb. ‘Neil’s never even pleased to see us!’

Mrs Stanley frowned at her. ‘I’ll make you stay all afternoon and help him clean up that boat of his if you’re not careful. God knows he could do with a hand!’

Ruby wished they could clean up the boat, do something other than sit around and look at the scary man with the dead eyes.

Pauline knocked and called his name, but Neil took ages to open the shed door. Every week Ruby hoped the other Neil would open the door, the bustling Neil swishing past in his RFS uniform, face streaked with dirt, who shouted instructions and encouragement to his crew, the returner of rescued pets, the Neil people looked to for news, even when they knew it was bad.

Finally, the door groaned open and he stared at them with red-rimmed eyes, looking like he’d just woken up. Pauline pushed the girls forward, sending them into the dark shed to bring out the old plastic milk crates so they had something to sit on. The shed stunk of petrol and fish and stale beer and the rickety-looking camp bed in the corner with its dirty grey blanket. They ran in and out as fast as they could.

Outside Pauline poured tea from a thermos and handed round pieces of banana bread. The shed was in a sheltered spot and didn’t get any of the breeze off the water and sticky little flies hung around and crawled over their arms and faces. Neil sipped his tea and stared at the sand dunes while Pauline chatted on about progress with the council, news of people in town and whose turn it was to host the weekly working bee. But Neil hardly spoke. Ruby’s legs tingled with pins and needles, she longed to run over the sand dunes to the shingly little beach on the other side, skipping in and out of the frilly edge of the water.

But when it was time to go, and Pauline had packed the basket, Ruby felt sorry for him. Fiona ran ahead and wanted to race her all the way back to the car, but Ruby stopped halfway to turn and wave at Neil, waving and waving until her arm got tired, waiting for him to wave back.

*

Every Thursday afternoon they drove into Bombora where they could pretend there had never been a fire. Sprinklers ticked on the lawns outside the town hall and the main street was crowded with people.

Ruby sat at a table at the coffee shop at the mouth of the arcade, with its pretty tiled floor and the stained glass in the roof, waiting for Mr Stanley, watching the passing parade of young mums with pushers and farmers dressed up for a day in town and old ladies with shopping trolleys. The council hadn’t taken down the Christmas decorations even though January was nearly over and the plastic wreaths with their gold tinsel had faded in the heat.

The waitress brought them ice-cream sundaes and Mrs Stanley sipped an iced coffee, wearing a pretty navy floral dress she’d bought the week before at the op shop and taken in. She’d added a wide red belt and big sunglasses.

‘How’s the sundae?’ Mrs Stanley tweaked the sunglasses to the end of her nose and looked over the top of them.

‘Mmm,’ Ruby said, nodding, her mouth full of ice-cream.

‘You look like a spy,’ Fiona said to her mother.

‘Agent 99?’ Mrs Stanley pushed her glasses up again then looked down at her dress. ‘It’s my new look. If I’m going to get a job I need work clothes.’

‘Who’s Agent 99?’ Ruby asked.

‘You’ve never seen Get Smart?’ Fiona’s eyes bulged.

‘Oh, you don’t know what you’ve missed Ruby.’ Mrs Stanley crossed one leg over the other and swung her foot around in little circles.

Ruby scooped up another spoonful of ice-cream covered in nuts and ate it. Her cheeks were burning. She hated that she didn’t know anything about TV shows or films, or the stars who appeared in them. Why had her dad kept her from knowing things, real things?

‘Mum, when will we get a TV? I miss the TV,’ Fiona said around a mouthful of ice-cream.

‘Got to get the house finished first, love.’ Mrs Stanley flipped through an old copy of Woman’s Day she’d bought at the op shop.

‘Can we get one in the bungalow?’

‘What bungalow?’ Mrs Stanley sounded bored, like she was only half listening.

‘Dad said he’s going to build us a bungalow out the back.’

Mrs Stanley gave her head a little shake. ‘Hasn’t mentioned it to me.’

Fiona waved her spoon at Ruby. ‘He did, didn’t he, Rube?’

Ruby nodded. But she felt a trembly feeling in her stomach when they talked about the bungalow. ‘For when I visit,’ she said. The trembly feeling grew as she thought about not being with the Stanleys anymore, about how long it might be before Mitch brought her back to visit. She put her spoon down.

Mr Stanley crossed the road towards them, hat pulled low, shading his face. He slumped into the empty chair next to Mrs Stanley and blew air out of his mouth.

‘Here you are!’ Mrs Stanley grabbed his hand. ‘Good meeting?’

He tipped his hat back on his head and gave her a thumbs up.

‘Dad, you said Ruby and I could share a bungalow, didn’t you? Tell Mum.’ Fiona was jiggling on her chair.

He leaned towards her without answering and opened his mouth.

‘Oh, Dad!’ she said in a whiny voice, but fed him a heaped tablespoon of strawberry ice-cream dripping with chocolate sauce.

‘You look pleased with yourself,’ Mrs Stanley said, squeezing his hand.

‘That’s because I am,’ he said around the mouthful of ice-cream, sitting back in his chair.

Mrs Stanley took off her glasses and put them in her lap. ‘Listen, there’s something we wanted to talk to you about.’

Ruby looked up. Mrs Stanley’s voice sounded like it did when she wanted them to listen hard. When she told them after the fire that all that mattered was that they were safe, that they weren’t going to let it drag them down, they had to accept that life would be hard for a while, but that it would get better.

Fiona hadn’t noticed her mother was about to say something serious. She scooped ice-cream quickly into her mouth before her dad could ask for more.

‘Ruby, how would you feel about staying with us more long term?’ Mrs Stanley leaned forward, lacing her fingers together on the table.

Ruby looked down at her glass bowl, where the pretty pyramid of strawberry and chocolate ice-cream had collapsed into a mess of brown and pink. She had a swooping sick feeling in her stomach. ‘But what would Dad say?’

‘That’s just it. He’s all for it, love.’ Mrs Stanley’s hand darted across the table and gripped her husband’s hand. ‘Max has just been to see him down in Byron Bay.’ She tipped her head at him and he nodded.

‘Yup.’ He took his hat off and swiped wet hair off his forehead, then wiped his hand on his shirt.

‘We’ve been thinking. You know if you don’t continue with school that social worker will never leave you and your dad alone. She’ll track you down, make life a misery. We talked about it, Max and I, and we thought why go through all that? You’ll have to go to school somewhere, and you’ve already started here, why not keep going? Stay on with us?’

‘And Dad said yes?’ She couldn’t take it in, remembering his angry face when he’d picked up that big rock and thrown it across the Stanleys’ paddock when she said she wanted to stay.

‘He can see the sense in it,’ Mr Stanley said. ‘Things can’t go back to the way they were. He understands that now. This way will avoid a lot of heartache.’

‘How long for?’ Ruby croaked. It didn’t sound like her voice.

‘Well, legally you have to go to school until you’re fifteen. Then you can make up your own mind,’ Mrs Stanley said.

‘But when would I see Dad?’

‘Whenever you want, love.’ Mrs Stanley squeezed her hand. ‘There’s always school holidays and weekends.’

But they were the busiest times for fairs and markets and shows. She felt like a balloon that was having all the air squeezed out of it. ‘What if he can’t come? And what about money?’

‘He’ll send money every month,’ Max said.

‘I mean what will Dad do for money?’ She felt like the floor under her chair was dropping away. What would he do without her? Then a terrible thought: What if he forgets me?

‘He can pick up more work this way,’ Mrs Stanley said. ‘He’ll be absolutely fine,’ she continued. ‘He can do pretty much what he wants and he’ll never be far away, will he, Max?’

Mr Stanley cleared his throat. ‘That’s right.’

‘He isn’t mad at me?’ She looked at Mrs Stanley.

Mrs Stanley took both her hands. ‘Not at all, was he, Max? Your dad knows it’s for the best. He loves you very much, Ruby, and he wants what’s best for you.’

She thought about how hard it must have been for him to say yes to her staying here without him. She picked up her spoon then put it down again.

‘And he knows you’ll be no trouble.’ Mr Stanley winked.

She glanced at Fiona, who sat completely still, the freckles standing out on her pale face.

‘Does that mean we’ll do grade six together, and then high school?’ Fiona asked her mother.

Mrs Stanley nodded. ‘If that’s what Ruby wants.’

Fiona looked at Ruby, eyes wide, her orange curls trembling. ‘Rube!’ she whispered.

Ruby looked at her lap. She tried to imagine what Mitch would say if he was here. Use your head. Don’t let emotions take over. She sucked in a breath, let it out slowly.

‘OK,’ she said, and felt her trembly stomach relax.

Fiona squealed and clapped her hands, and people walking past slowed and turned to smile.

‘That,’ Mr Stanley said, running a finger around the edge of Fiona’s bowl and licking it, ‘calls for another sundae.’

*

Mr Stanley stopped hammering the ceiling joist and climbed down the ladder when he saw them coming home from school.

‘So how’s grade six?’ he called.

Fiona didn’t answer. She was too busy checking what progress he’d made on the house that day, stepping through the frame and looking around eagerly.

‘Great!’ Ruby said. ‘We had art!’

Sweat ran down Mr Stanley’s face and he wiped his forehead with the hem of his shirt, then took a postcard out of his shirt pocket, holding it with his fingertips so he didn’t get dirt on it. ‘This came for you,’ he said. ‘Looks like your dad’s got the travel bug.’ He brushed his hands on his shirt. ‘Moved on from Alice Springs.’

Ruby grinned at him and almost snatched the card, holding it to her chest and hurrying into the tent where she sat on the edge of her camp bed and looked at it. The walls of the tent moved in and out with the hot breeze, like lungs breathing. On the front of the card was a photo of a pale sweep of yellow beach, aqua water. And in gold slanted writing Greetings from Okinawa. She felt as if the breath had been punched out of her. Japan? He was in Japan? He knew how she felt about Japan. She turned it over. In Okinawa setting up a surf school. Three-year contract. You would love it here. Mx. She hated Japan! They killed whales and ate them for food. She sat there, flexing and unflexing her hands, trying not to think about the harpoon flying through the water, then sinking into the whale, tearing its flesh, then the grenade exploding, the injured whale drowning as it was dragged backwards towards the boat.

Then she was up and outside, stumbling away from the others to the other side of the water tank. She leaned over and vomited into a tumble of pots filled with cuttings. Then she turned on the tap and splashed water on her face then rinsed her mouth. Japan! He doesn’t care what I think. She gagged, tasted bile in her mouth. She splashed her burning face again, felt the droplets hanging off her eyelashes, slithering down her cheeks. How could you not care about someone’s feelings but still say you loved them?

She scooped up the soccer ball from beside the tank and ran up to the top paddock and kicked the ball around and around on the scrubby grass until it was nearly dark. Then her name floated up to her, bringing her back to herself. Mrs Stanley stood in the light of a kerosene lamp, the skeleton frame of the house behind her, calling her in for dinner.
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‘I can tell you don’t want to be here,’ Fiona pulled the kitchen door shut behind her, blocking out the sound of voices in the crowded loungeroom.

Ruby leaned into the fridge, rearranging the contents to find space, pulling things out and lining them up on the bench. So many glass dishes of tuna casserole, baskets of scones and trays of sausage rolls had appeared on the front porch over the last few days. There was no room to put it all. She spoke into the fridge, glad of the cold air on her face. ‘Who said I didn’t want to be here?’

‘You’ve got that look.’ Fiona moved around her and leaned against the bench with her arms crossed.

Ruby shoved a bowl of potato salad hard up against the back of the fridge and turned around. Fiona looked terrible. Freckles flared across her pale face and her eyes were puffy. ‘What look?’

‘The I’m-here-but-I’m-not-here look,’ Fiona poked at a sausage roll with a long, red fingernail, then gave a little shiver of disgust.

Beside her on the little benchtop TV the first runner kneeled with hands raised to accept the Sydney Olympic torch in front of a priestess in Greece.

Fiona stepped in front of the TV screen. ‘Rube?’ she said impatiently.

‘There’s all this,’ Ruby flapped her hand at the benches and table covered in dirty dishes, cups and saucers, used glasses.

‘We can do it later.’ Fiona put her hands on her hips. ‘Everyone’s asking after you.’

But Ruby couldn’t go in there. What was happening in the loungeroom was foreign to her. Frightening. She didn’t want to see Max crying, or to hear endless talk about Pauline. She didn’t think it helped anyone. It made her feel itchy all over, like she had to get out and go for a long run, or take Melba out, along the creek, over the hills, up into the forest and over the other side, where she could smell the sharp scent of the bush, the eucalypts cutting through the wet air, maybe stop and make a fire, boil a billy, drink hot tea.

She stepped around Fiona and picked up a pile of soggy paper plates and shoved them in the overflowing rubbish bin.

‘Coming?’ Fiona had her hand on the door handle.

Ruby turned away and took hold of the top of the rubbish bag, the plastic slippery in her hands, and pulled it up and out of the bin, the bag dripping greasy juice. Fiona made an exasperated sound and shut the door behind her with a bang.

When had Fiona become so irritating, so bossy? Ruby couldn’t put her finger on exactly when she’d changed. Up until three years ago, before Pauline got sick, she used to spend her summers in Sydney with Fiona and she seemed like her old self. Ruby missed those Januarys. They swam in the Bronte ocean pool with the thrill of the sea crashing against the pool wall, snorted coke for the first time and danced to Groove Armada on the crowded balcony of someone’s flat overlooking the harbour. They’d squashed into Fiona’s double bed in the terrace house she shared in Paddington, the sheets always gritty with sand, and drank tea in the overgrown garden with its smell of rotting frangipani. When they were kids they dreamed of growing up and living together and it had felt just like they’d imagined.

A burst of voices came from the loungeroom. Snapping out of her daydream, Ruby gripped the bag in one hand and slid open the back door.

In the backyard a group of men stood in a huddle of dark suits, between the house and the bungalow, smoking. They turned to look when the back door slid open. They nodded at Ruby, gave half smiles, but she looked away. She’d overheard them through the kitchen window talking in such proprietary ways about Pauline, using neat labels to stake their claim: second cousin, school friend, former neighbour. Even if she’d wanted to explain it to strangers, and she didn’t, she had no words for what she and Pauline were to each other. She hurried away from them and around to the side of the house, the heavy rubbish bag swinging from her hand.

Up the sideway smoke billowed from beyond the rubbish bins. Neil leaned with one foot against the wall of the house, eyes closed, sucking on a cigarette that was almost hidden in his big furry fist. She swung the bag up and into the bin, unsteady in her borrowed heels on the uneven brick path, then dropped the lid with a bang.

Neil started, flicking open bloodshot eyes, squinting at her through the smoke. Banjo sat at his feet in a patch of weeds, watching the cigarette move from Neil’s mouth then down to his side, nose quivering.

‘Hey boss.’ She brushed her hands together and leaned against the wall beside him, the weatherboards warm against her back. ‘Thought you’d given up?’

He lifted his jacket and shirt, showing his doughy back and pointed at a nicotine patch. ‘Not doing much good.’ He dropped his shirt again. His eyes looked raw.

‘You scrubbed up all right,’ she gestured to his cleanly shaven face, the expensive suit. ‘Forgotten how good you look in a suit.’ The only giveaway was the white band of untanned skin at the top of his forehead where he wore the brim of his fishing cap pulled low.

He took another drag. ‘Don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a dress.’

‘It’s Fiona’s.’ She looked down at the full black skirt that flounced out from her waist and the strange sensation of the material brushing her legs. It was like wearing a costume.

‘How’s it going in there?’ His voice was croaky, like it was in the early days of their cruises before they got a PA and he had to shout over the wind to the tourists when he sighted a pod of whales.

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know half of them.’

He dropped his head to his chest and passed a shaking hand back and forth over his mouth.

She looked away quickly and then stared at Banjo who sat motionless, eyes fixed on Neil’s cigarette. ‘Don’t kid yourself he’s here for your company,’ Ruby said, nodding at the dog. ‘He’s addicted. He loves eating the butts. Nicotine, weed, whatever. He can sniff it out. I had to stop taking him to Byron because last time we went to the beach he dived into someone’s bag and made off with their weed. When we got home all he wanted to do was lie on the couch and listen to Dark Side of the Moon.’

Neil tipped his head back and laughed.

His laugh was like a fat bubble that grew in her chest. It felt so good to see his eyes crinkle and for that raw look to leave his face. She wanted to go in and grab Fiona and march her out here and say, See? Remember? This is what I’m good at, this is what I do.

*

Two days later Ruby woke sucking in air, feeling like a large animal was sitting on her chest. She pushed back the doona and sat for a moment on the side of the bed, taking deep breaths, trying to shift the feeling of desolation.

Birds were twittering but it was still dark outside. By now Fiona would have been up, putting the kettle on and then making Max breakfast because if someone didn’t cook for him, he didn’t eat. But Fiona had driven back to Sydney last night, promising to be back in a couple of weeks. Was it Ruby’s job now?

She slid the back door of the house open quietly. The air in the house felt different and the bleak feeling came back. She wished Fiona was still here. Ruby would have gone into the spare room that Fiona had made her own during Pauline’s illness and sat on the end of the bed and told her she was sorry.

Before Fiona had driven away she had grabbed Ruby in an awkward hug and made her promise to come to Sydney soon. Caught off guard by Fiona’s hug, the red curls whipping against her face, Ruby knew she wouldn’t go. It wouldn’t be the same. Fiona had moved out of her rowdy share house in Paddington into a tiny flat in Bondi with a yappy little dog that she took to obedience classes. Her new ABC friends were ambitious young professionals, a lot of them journos who couldn’t talk about anything other than people Ruby had never heard of and books she hadn’t read. It was just like high school when their careers teacher asked them what they wanted to be and Fiona and the circle of popular girls she hung out with talked about getting jobs in the media or the film industry and Ruby had no idea, so she made things up, saying she was going to be a nurse or a farmer. Staying with Fiona in Sydney, Ruby felt like a freak, surrounded by people who thought about the future, made plans. And Fiona had known. She always knew when Ruby was lying. When they pulled apart Fiona’s eyes glittered and she gave her a little shake before she got into the car and drove away.

The door to the hallway was still closed and the rest of the house was quiet. She switched on the kettle and dropped teaspoons into two mugs, wanting to wake Max, to say, Time to get up, get moving. Fiona said to give him time but that was easy for her to say. What if this was his life now? What if he just stayed in bed and never got up?

She drank her tea and waited but there was no sound from the front room. The smell from the vases of flowers was cloying, she couldn’t wait any longer to get outside into the fresh morning air. She closed the back door behind her, then ran around the side of the bungalow to the barn in a spatter of rain. Melba nickered when she opened the barn door. The rich smells of horse and leather and polish were like a warm blanket against the cold and wet outside.

She felt almost drowsy with the steady rhythm as Melba picked her way down the muddy road. The rain eased and the sky was turning pale grey at the horizon. On the asphalt road, Melba picked up her pace and Ruby perked up, felt the last shreds of the bad dream stream away with the cool breeze in her face, Melba’s hooves sending up sprays of water from the puddles. Neither of them liked being on asphalt and Melba trotted towards the creek and the bush track that ran above it, ears twitching.

Orange cones glowed in the grey dawn, marking the start of the track up ahead, where the Parks Service had bulldozed a fire trail over the old logging track. It now led up to a picnic area at the top of the mountain. But at this time of day, and in this weather, she knew they’d be on their own.

She touched Melba’s neck and the horse broke into a smooth canter. Ruby pushed her hood off to let the water that dripped from the trees sting her face. Melba moved under her and the bush, pale green and grey, raced past. With the sky lightening ahead, she felt like they were on the edge of the world and at any moment Melba’s feet would lift off the road and they would fly out and up and into the cool clean air of morning.

Later, rubbing Melba down with a rough towel, feeling the warm muscles rippling under her hands, the steam coming off the horse’s coat, Ruby felt invigorated, the blood tingling under her skin. She would message Stefan and see when he could get away. She imagined an afternoon in the darkened motel room and felt a ripple of pleasure.

The door bumped open. Max wore the tracksuit he slept in, his hair standing on end. Banjo tottered through the open door behind him, sat abruptly on the ground, lifted his leg and scratched his ear.

‘Good morning!’ Relief flooded through her at the sight of him up and about. She turned away to hide her grin.

‘You spoil that damn horse.’ He grumbled.

‘It’s beautiful riding so early.’ She spread the towel over Melba’s back and smoothed it with her hands. ‘We love it, don’t we, old girl?’ She lay her head against Melba’s neck.

‘Checks my pockets every time I come out here, expecting treats,’ Max picked up a bucket of water and held it for Melba who dipped her head and drank. ‘When I think of that poor young filly, so timid she wouldn’t eat even though she was half starved – now look at her. Ruling the roost.’

‘There’s only one person in charge around here.’ Ruby bumped him with her elbow.

‘Huh,’ he scoffed, then tipped the rest of the water into the trough.

‘I’m starving. Fancy breakfast?’

He shrugged, rubbed at the white stubble on his chin, and looked away. ‘OK.’

In the kitchen she flicked on the kettle and unzipped her jacket. ‘Brought you the paper,’ she said, taking it out of the inside of her jacket and making a space for it on the table. She had to push aside an empty pizza box, a laundry basket of unwashed clothes, and a cluster of empty beer cans. Pauline would have cleared it all away automatically, dumping the box and the cans in the bin, and taking the clothes to the laundry. But Ruby was still trying to find her place, they both were, and the idea of changing Max’s sheets or washing his clothes felt like an invasion of his privacy.

‘Hope you paid for it,’ he said gruffly as he took a seat. Banjo got up and, nails ticking on the lino, crossed the floor and lay down under the table at Max’s feet.

She put two slices of bread into the toaster, then looked again in the drawer for the coasters – hers with a picture of a sprig of native wattle, Max’s a koala hanging precariously from a gum tree – but they’d disappeared. Why couldn’t Fiona put things back where they were supposed to go? She gave up and shut the drawer with a bang.

‘Good rain last night,’ he smoothed the newspaper flat on the table.

‘Bungalow roof’s leaking.’

He grunted and turned a page.

Once that remark would have galvanised him. He’d be out there with his box of tools and his ladder. The same way he would never have let fenceposts rot in the top paddock or allow weeds to bury the veggie patch.

‘I’ll have to get on to the landlord, he’s getting a bit slack.’ She switched the kettle off and warmed the teapot.

He didn’t answer.

‘If he doesn’t get on to it, I might have to look for somewhere else to live.’ She flicked a look at him to show she was joking but he turned another page without reading. She buttered the toast and put a slice in front of him but he made no move to pick it up.

As she chewed, her eyes were drawn to the fridge, where an almost unrecognisable Max, handsome in a pale blue shirt, with a deep tan and a wide smile, leaned against the railing of a ferry at Circular Quay with one arm around Pauline, who laughed up at him. It was taken just a year ago on their last visit to Fiona in Sydney, when they were celebrating Pauline’s all-clear from the specialist. Another one of the photos Fiona had specially printed that were dotted around the house. As if they’d forget.

‘You want to know what I’m doing today?’ She spoke around a mouthful of toast.

‘House hunting?’

She laughed. ‘That wouldn’t take long.’ She shoved her hands in her pockets. ‘Rents have gone through the roof round here. I’d have to live in a share house,’ she teased.

‘Whoo!’ He picked up his pen again. ‘Can’t see that myself.’ He picked up the paper and gave it a little shake and lay it flat again. ‘Reckon you’re going to spend the day in that studio of yours.’

‘Later. But first we’re going looking for whales.’ A spurt of excitement charged her pulse. ‘It’s a couple of weeks ahead of the season but Neil reckons the water’s warmer than usual so we might be in luck.’

Max nodded absently. Was he listening?

She put the leftover toast into Banjo’s bowl, rinsed their plates and put them in the drainer. ‘You gonna see me out?’

Max pushed his chair back with an effort and followed her outside.

It was May and Pauline’s poppies were out early. They rippled in the wind, bright oranges and purples pushing their heads through the wire front fence.

Max stood at the fence, his breath sending out puffs of cloud. The skin of his cheeks sagged, drawn down in a hangdog look. He opened the mailbox and looked through it, then shoved some letters into the pocket of his saggy cardigan.

She turned on the ignition and rolled down the window. ‘Neil said to tell you he’s going fishing tomorrow if you want him to pick you up?’

Max passed some mail through the window. She dropped it on the seat beside her and looked up at him.

‘Thought the business was keeping him busy,’ Max said.

‘He’s never too busy for you.’ She smiled encouragingly. Say yes. Behind him the green tangle of low shrubs in the front yard sparkled with the night’s rain.

He stood looking in at her, sucking at his top lip as if he was considering his answer.

‘I’ll tell him you’ll let him know.’ Her night of broken sleep was catching up with her. She felt overwhelmingly tired.

He nodded, seemed about to say something, then tapped the roof of the car and turned and walked back towards the house, Banjo ambling behind.

She pulled out and paused at the end of the driveway. Further up, parked on the grassy verge, was Max’s ute and, on the opposite side, Pauline’s beloved Mini shrouded in a grey plastic cover like a crouched animal. She turned left and headed down the hill.
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The following night, Ruby ran up the pub stairs and the roar of voices broke over her like a wave when she got to the top, sweating and out of breath. The bistro was jumping and all the tables were already full. The others hated it when she was late. She rounded the corner and nearly ran into Carole, hair flying, arms laden with dirty plates. ‘Bet you miss working here!’ she called as she hurried towards the kitchen.

‘Think of the tips!’ Ruby called after her and wove through the crowded tables, waving to people she knew. The lights were already down and the stage was spotlit.

‘Ruby!’ Bronwyn waved an arm from a table right up near the stage. Beside her Naomi held her wrist up in the air pretending to be mad, tapping at an imaginary watch.

‘You’re late,’ Mel said, tipping her head towards Bronwyn.

The MC began blowing into the mike as Ruby collapsed into her chair, sweating.

‘We almost missed out on a table!’ Bronwyn said, peering at Ruby over the top of her glasses like a parody of a librarian. ‘We were beginning to think you weren’t coming and we’d have to find someone from another table.’

Ruby blew out a breath. ‘Sorry. I got caught up.’

‘We were worried,’ Mel said, placatingly.

‘Can’t believe it’s this crowded.’ Ruby looked around.

‘It’s all the blow-ins.’ Mel pulled a sagging corn chip from under a mound of avocado and sour cream and popped it in her mouth. She pushed the dish of nachos in front of Ruby who shook her head. She’d scraped enough sloppy leftovers in the bin when she was a dishwasher here to put her off nachos for life.

‘I hate being this close,’ Bronwyn said. ‘We’re practically in the guy’s lap.’

Naomi snorted a laugh and pushed a Corona towards Ruby. ‘Come on, catch up! We’re way ahead of you!’

Ruby took a gulp. The beer tasted clean and sharp and she felt her shoulders relax.

‘You right?’ Mel put a big hand on Ruby’s shoulder and squeezed.

She nodded and took another swig. She would never tell them she’d forgotten what day it was but that was what happened when she got into her painting, she lost all track of time.

Naomi leaned forward. ‘What are you wearing?’ The disco ball threw flashes of yellow and green and red over her horrified expression.

Ruby glanced down and laughed.

‘Are they overalls?’ Bronwyn said, leaning forward. ‘You know fancy dress is just for the Christmas quiz, right?’ She gave her head a little shake and slumped back in her chair.

‘OK, OK.’ Ruby held up her hands. ‘Keep your hair on.’

‘Even I swapped my gumboots.’ Mel thrust out a leg to show off her Blundstones, twisting her ankle back and forth, inviting the others to admire them.

Naomi gave her head a disapproving shake. ‘We’ve got a reputation to uphold.’ She touched a finger to her earring and flicked her hair.

‘For our brains,’ Bronwyn turned on her. ‘We’re not here to pick up anyone.’

‘Speak for yourself.’ Naomi flicked the fringe out of her eyes and glanced around the crowded room. ‘I wouldn’t say no to that guy at the table behind us.’

Ruby glanced back at the table behind them. It was full of men laughing and talking too loudly. They looked like sales reps or auctioneers who’d had a big day, ties loosened, suit jackets slung on the back of their chairs, cheeks too red. She wondered what anyone looking at her table would think of their group. Mel with her big farmer’s hands, her checked shirt tucked neatly into belted jeans. Naomi, all frill and glitter. Bronwyn, square and serious in a business suit like she was about to interview someone for a job. And her, taller than the lot of them, paint spattered and smelling of turps. Pauline had brought them together, smoothing over the differences between them. Their diversity was their strength, she used to say, they brought so much different knowledge to the table. Pauline had been the glue that held them together; without her would they fall apart? A gust of sorrow swept over her.

‘He won’t be much good to you. They’re pissed already,’ Bronwyn said too loudly. She began testing a bunch of pens, making dramatic squiggles on her napkin.

‘Might improve her chances,’ Mel said with a sly smile, giving Ruby and Naomi a sideways look as if to say, Look who’s talking. Ruby felt a rush of guilt. It had been her turn tonight to get there early. Pauline’s number one rule had always been to make sure one of them got there early to make sure Bronwyn didn’t have too much to drink, otherwise she got argumentative and nasty if they refused to put down an answer she was sure was right. Ruby pushed the bowl of nachos towards Bronwyn, hoping she would eat something to soak up the booze.

But Bronwyn just shook her head and took another gulp of wine.

Naomi had turned her attention back to them. ‘OK, who’s going to be the scribe tonight?’

It had always been Pauline’s job, the peacekeeper, the final casting vote in any arguments about which was the right answer. ‘I miss Pauline,’ Bronwyn said suddenly, her eyes glittering.

They all paused for a moment and Ruby felt a wave of longing tremble, threatening to break over them. She raised her bottle and held it out over the centre of the table. ‘Well, she would have wanted us to be here, having a good time.’ She wiggled her bottle but the others were quiet and didn’t join in. She stood up and shrugged off one strap of her overalls, then the other, pulling them down to her waist. Behind her the table of men erupted. ‘Woohoo!’

Without turning round, Ruby stuck her middle finger up in the air. Naomi was clapping, Bronwyn and Mel laughed. She yanked the overalls down to her ankles, then smoothed down her jumper, adjusted her jeans and stepped out of them.

The MC called ‘Check, check’ into the microphone and announced the first round – Australian history. Mel took the answer sheet and a pen. Ruby settled into her chair, took another big sip of beer, trying to let her mind settle, then leaned towards the others, attention focused, as the quiz began.

By the third round the MC was giving bonus points to those tables who could sing the first line of a song after hearing the opening chord. As soon as she heard the funky ‘wah-wah’ of the guitar and the slide of trumpets Ruby recognised ‘Nutbush’ and pushed her chair back, then pulled Mel, then Naomi to their feet and Ruby sang along as they raced onto the little dancefloor in front of the stage. People streamed to join them so that the dancefloor was heaving with people stepping out the Nutbush dance. Ruby felt light-headed, free, like she could dance all night. She did a little spin recalling Fiona teaching her the moves, how with Fiona she’d learned to dance for pleasure rather than performance. How could she have been so annoyed with Fiona? Tomorrow, Ruby did a little jump and turn, she would phone her and make things right.

*

By the time she turned onto the small road parallel to the beach the next morning the sun was out and the water glinted like dull silver. The unobstructed view of the beach and the rippling waters of the sheltered bay still surprised her. She wound down the window, hoping the cold breeze would clear her head and rejuvenate her. That was the trouble with having two days off to paint, her head was still in the studio.

Down on the beach a group of swimmers were limbering up, swinging their arms like windmills on the sand, wearing tight caps that made them look bald. Bronwyn would be there, hangover or no hangover.

She pulled into the small carpark beside Neil’s refurbished boatshed and sat enjoying the warmth of the sun through the windscreen. The outside of the shed was finished, and her logo took up most of the blue wall. A whale’s fluke thrust up out of a rippling sea, enclosed in a circle suggestive of a porthole with Whalers Bay Whale Watching Tours curving around it. It still thrilled her.

‘Mitchell’s artistic talent was obvious from an early age,’ she narrated to herself in a newsreader’s voice. ‘Her now famous ocean landscapes inspired by—’ She jumped when a car full of tradies pulled up beside her. Then laughed to herself, imagining their reaction if they knew what she was thinking. Wanker.

She got out and peered through the cloudy glass of the boatshed door. Neil was confident the shop would be ready for the opening in four weeks, but it looked far from it. The skeleton of the counter had taken shape, and the shelving on the opposite wall had gone up. Electrical wires poked out from holes in the ceiling and the walls. But the back half was still a shell. There were still partitions to go up, listening stations to install, power points for the TV screen and video recorder. The large empty back wall, blank and waiting for her painting, made her pulse flutter.

She climbed the stairs that led up from the boatshed to the office and switched on the computer, then squeezed her way round the piles of boxes stacked almost to the ceiling to open the windows, letting the breeze in to flush out the stale air and chase away her lethargy.

She emptied her bag onto the desk, looking for her address book. She picked up the phone and dialled Stefan’s number at the university. He wouldn’t be in his office yet, but there was no way she could call him at home.

His chocolatey smooth voice told her to leave a message and he would call back. The sound of his voice conjured their first meeting, when hearing that low and intimate voice had drawn her from the art section of the Lismore library towards the open lounge space at the back. She had lingered behind rows of self-help books to listen. He was giving a talk to an eager-looking group of elderly people who she learned later were volunteer interviewers he was training to take part in one of the university’s oral history projects. She imagined someone tall and classically handsome to go with that voice but he was short and muscular with a beaky nose and curly dark hair. He had lovely white teeth which flashed often because he smiled and laughed a lot, dropping his head and squeezing his eyes shut so that his glasses slipped and he had to push them up with the back of his hand. Then he looked up and smiled at her. He had a lovely smile. He pointed to an empty chair and the elderly crowd turned irritably to see who had broken the spell. She was embarrassed to be caught eavesdropping and slipped away.

‘It’s the Whalers Bay Dental Surgery,’ she said into the phone, ‘just calling to say it’s time to make an appointment to see our dental hygienist.’ She thought of adding something provocative, something to make him smile but the faculty administrator sometimes came into his office when he was clearing his answering machine so she kept it clean. Still the idea excited her and she sat there smiling, imagining his hard nakedness. Then the beep of the answering machine interrupted and she realised she’d missed her chance to say anything more.

While she had the phone in her hand she decided to call Fiona since she had the office to herself. Her palms began to sweat. Best get it over with.

‘Rube!’ Fiona sounded pleased. Voices clamoured in the background. ‘Hang on,’ she said. A male voice said something, a door creaked open then thudded shut. ‘That’s better,’ Fiona said, ‘I’m in the coffee room now.’

‘You’re already at work? I thought I was bad.’ She was talking too fast. She knew she sounded nervous.

‘Been here all night. In the editing suite,’ Fiona said.

‘Editing suite? They grooming you for greater things?’ How had she missed this piece of news?

‘Nah. I’m just sitting in, learning how they repurpose stories for different media. Alistair says it’s good for me to get an overview of the whole process. It’s already flat out here with the Olympics coming up.’

The conversation seemed so easy. Fiona didn’t seem shitty with her. Ruby relaxed and tipped back in her chair. ‘So, what sort of overview did Alistair give you,’ she dropped her voice suggestively, ‘all night in the editing suite?’ She was laughing now.

At high school she used to tease Fiona about her flirting. Ruby had admired the easy way she relaxed into that subtle dance of body language and voice tone, tilting her head, laughing a certain way, and widening her eyes to show she was interested. Whenever Ruby tried it, it felt like an act. But it was Fiona who always needed a few drinks to work up the nerve to have sex. Ruby never needed to. She enjoyed sex, but in her teens she discovered that good girls were supposed to pretend they didn’t. Another reason to be considered weird. With Stefan there was no pretending. In the motel room they entered their own twilit world of drawn blinds, the only sounds their mingled breath, the slide of skin against skin, the slow rocking and sweat.

‘Honestly, you are so childish sometimes.’ Fiona sounded cross.

‘Oh come on . . .’ She felt the fragility of their truce.

‘He’s a colleague, OK? And besides, he’s married.’

Ruby bit her lip, tempted to say that just made it more exciting. But she didn’t say it, Fiona would disapprove of Stefan.

There was a silence. Ruby stood up and went to the window overlooking the bay. One of the swimmers did a little hop and dived headfirst into the waves.

‘I’m sorry,’ Ruby blurted. ‘I know I can be a bit insensitive sometimes.’

‘It’s all right.’ Fiona sounded tired. ‘But you know even joking about that stuff isn’t OK. People could so easily get the wrong idea and I’m trying to be taken seriously here.’

‘I meant about the funeral.’ She felt ashamed that she had hardly spoken to Fiona or Max that day. ‘Surprised you’re still talking to me,’ she said.

‘We knew you’d be hopeless,’ Fiona said.

It stung that Fiona and Max had been talking about her.

‘Remember Cameron’s?’ Fiona went on. ‘You saying you had to go to the loo and disappearing for the whole service, and Mum and Dad beside themselves afterwards looking for you and then finding you in the arcade next to the bowling alley playing video games with a bunch of road workers?’ Fiona laughed. ‘If that had been me I would have got a hiding.’

‘I hate funerals,’ Ruby said.

‘You don’t say.’

They both laughed. She felt the old easiness returning.

‘But you did a wonderful job of the church, Rube. The flowers were beautiful. Mum would have loved it.’ Fiona’s voice wobbled, then righted itself. ‘Hey, how’s the painting going?’

Ruby turned away from the window. ‘I wish I’d never agreed to do it. It’s too much pressure. When I’m doing it I feel good about it but as soon as I get away from it—’ She blew out a breath. ‘I feel like it’s all over the place. I’ve done all these drawings on migration, on bubble feeding, tails and flukes but it’s not coming together. Sometimes I think I know too much about whales.’

‘Stop worrying so much. It’ll be a knockout. Everyone loves your stuff.’

‘Everyone in the Whalers Bay Community Centre.’ She flushed. She wished she had Fiona’s breezy confidence.

‘I know you’re sick of me saying it but you should go to art school. If you saw half the stuff that’s on show down here you’d realise just how good you are.’

A flame of pleasure flared at Fiona’s praise, then flickered. It was easy for Fiona to say. She was doing what she’d always dreamed about – working at the ABC. Ruby had been so busy earning her keep and doing what she should that she’d never asked herself what she really wanted. Mitch had always said true artists didn’t care about money or other people’s opinions. She didn’t think she believed that but the idea of going to art school, of having her work judged, terrified her.

After she hung up she began scooping her things from the desk back into her bag. At the bottom of the pile she found the letters that Max had given her. A circular from the council, a form letter about interest rates from the bank, a catalogue from Clark’s Art Supplies in Sydney, a postcard showing the Golden Gate Bridge emerging from a pale mist. She turned it over and her skin prickled at the sight of Mitch’s spiky scrawl. She dropped it on the desk and pushed it under a pile of invoices, a habit she developed after he first left and went to Japan. After that, she could hardly bear to read his postcards because they came from further and further away and made no mention of when he would be back.

She moved around the office, fiddling with the answering machine, checking for faxes, but couldn’t finish any one job. She sat down then pulled the card out and looked at the picture. So he was in the States? Where had the last postcard come from and when? Berlin, maybe a year ago? Or was it Portugal? Around the same time Fiona rang her all excited to say she had come across a picture of him in a magazine with his girlfriend, who was performing at a music festival in Montreal. But Ruby couldn’t have cared less who Mitch was going out with. She had pictured an older Mitch with a scrawny arm around some Joni Mitchell wannabe, an older version of the scruffy backpacker girlfriends she remembered as a kid.

Pauline used to display his postcards on the kitchen noticeboard but then they’d get buried, covered with library reminders, timetables for Fiona’s Irish dancing classes, invitations to parties and photos of her and Fiona crowded into the photobooth at Lismore bus station, pulling faces and posing like they were supermodels.

Greetings. This bridge was supposed to be painted black with fancy gold trim but the architect preferred the look of the red primer. Flying to Sydney next week, then W. Bay. It will be great to see you. Mx.

He was coming back? She stood up, then sat down again. After all this time? Somewhere a phone started ringing, then stopped, an echoey voice said something. Why would he come back after all this time? He hated Whalers Bay. She stared at the postcard and the letters shimmered and jumped. Something had happened. Something bad. He was sick or in trouble. A terminal illness? She picked the card up and read it again, a queasy feeling in her stomach. But there was nothing in his light-hearted message to suggest bad news. A fizzy feeling surged. Maybe he was coming back to make things right, to apologise for not being a better dad. But then doubt crept in, nibbling at the edges of her happiness. Why would he come back after all this time?

‘Hooroo!’

She shoved the card back in her bag, feeling light-headed.

Janine barrelled through the doorway, carrying a large pot plant in one arm, her handbag and a backpack hanging off her shoulder.

Despite the cool morning, Janine was sweating and her large round face looked puffy. She put the plant on the edge of Ruby’s desk. ‘Thought that would brighten the place up a bit.’ She flicked on the kettle and made herself a coffee.

Ruby inspected the plant. The rubbery green leaves looked fake.

She wanted to read Mitch’s card again, make sure she’d understood it correctly. He was coming here?

Janine sat at her desk facing Ruby and dipped a teddy bear biscuit into her coffee then sucked it, a secretive smile on her face.

‘What?’

‘Little birdie told me your dad’s coming to town.’

Am I the last to know? A pulse throbbed at her temple. If Janine knew, everybody knew. Ruby leaned forward and pretended to read something on the computer screen. Janine looked at her expectantly.

Ruby glanced up at her. ‘Lippy,’ she bared her teeth and tapped a front tooth.

Janine rubbed the lipstick off. ‘He’s rented the old Simpson place. It’s been done up as a holiday let. Fully furnished, very nice.’

He’d rented somewhere? So it wasn’t a brief visit. She ran through his message again in her head. But its cheery tone and the offhand way he announced his arrival annoyed her.

‘Greta at the post office heard it from the guy at the real estate agent’s. He’s bringing his girlfriend and her little boy. It’s a really lovely place now. Greta said he must be cashed up,’ Janine went on, rummaging in her bag and pulling out a small mirror. She reapplied her lipstick, talking around her stretched mouth. ‘I told her it was none of our business.’ She had a sly, hopeful look on her face, angling for a confidence. ‘Been a while since you’ve seen your dad, hasn’t it?’ She looked at Ruby curiously.

The last time Ruby had spoken to Mitch, she had just turned fifteen and the silver ‘Happy Birthday’ letters were still strung up across the kitchen when she returned from school. No one else was home because Pauline was taking as many shifts as she could at the nursing home and Max was out looking for work. It was the time of day when she and Fiona would have finished their chores and they’d turn up the cassette player in the bungalow and throw themselves around to George Michael singing about faith, or Tracy Chapman and her fast car, until they collapsed on their beds with exhaustion and exhilaration. But there was no one to dance with that day. Fiona had been home that weekend to celebrate Ruby’s birthday but she was already back at boarding school.

Ruby was about to bag up the horse manure to sell at the roadside stand she’d set up when the phone rang.

She’d picked up the phone, hoping it was a farmer ringing to ask Max to do some wool-classing because he’d had no work for months. She had the pencil on its piece of string ready to take a message. But the operator had asked if she would accept a reverse charges call from Allan Mitchell and she had croaked out a surprised yes, without thinking. When she heard Mitch’s voice her heart felt heavy with how long it had been. He was ringing from London and his voice sounded hollow and far away. She imagined the phone cable connecting them swaying on the bottom of the ocean floor. It was hard to concentrate on what he was saying at first because the pips were going every few seconds and she worried about how much it would cost. He was saying something about buying tickets and being a roadie and how he had the loan of a canal boat and it took her a while to realise he wanted her to join him. But it felt like he could have been a stranger, someone who’d dialled the wrong number.

Then she realised he was serious, that he had called her to tell her his plans. But she couldn’t leave. She didn’t want to. How could he expect her to just walk away and join him on the other side of the world? How could she walk away from Neil who relied on her? How could she walk away from the Stanleys?

There was a delay on the line and they kept talking over one another, stopping, then starting. ‘Dad,’ she kept saying, ‘Dad.’ Then she started to get annoyed that he wasn’t listening, that he acted as if she had been frozen in Whalers Bay just waiting for him, like a sleeping princess. When she finally got through to him that she didn’t want to go to London he’d sounded incredulous and then hurt. It had been awful so she’d said she needed more time to think about it. Three months later he sent her a postcard from Turkey with a picture of a pair of storks nesting on top of a tower – Adult storks are usually silent, but their nestlings make a loud sound like the braying of a donkey. Mx. He made no mention of the phone call or his invitation and she was relieved. It had felt like a peace offering.

She realised Janine had her biscuit poised above her cup, waiting for more.

Ruby gave a little shrug.

The phone rang.

Thank you, God. Ruby picked it up.

*

Ruby carried the chalkboard down the stairs, and propped it open at the edge of the small road. She checked her elaborate cursive, amazed she hadn’t smudged it in her hurry to get away from the office and out into the fresh air. Whalers Bay whale watching tours. Daily cruises. Individual or group bookings welcome. Next cruise: 1 pm today.

A couple of middle-aged power walkers went by, slowing to read the sign.

‘Whale hello there!’ Ruby saluted them, hamming it up, and they laughed and waved their little dumbbells in appreciation. It was a good feeling, making them smile. Then she remembered Mitch’s postcard and imagined him turning his nose up at people in town, making fun of their predictability, their routines. And what would he make of her? Would he judge her for never having moved away? Or would he be proud of her independence?

And what about the old-timers, how many of them might refuse to speak to him in the street or serve him in the pub? An awful thought crept over her, making her stomach churn. She’d been devastated when he left for Japan and it had been agony at first, waiting for word of when he was coming back. The Stanleys had done their best to shield her once the rumours started – about how Frank Gaetano had closed the factory and moved away to punish his wife, about the crop of dope plants found at the old loggers’ camp – hadn’t it been easier for her here without Mitch around?

She needed to talk to Fiona again. But that meant using the office phone and she couldn’t do that without Janine hearing every word. Back upstairs, she sent Fiona a quick email asking her to give her a call after work, then it was time to stack the trolley with supplies and get the boat ready.

On the boat Ruby restocked the snack bar with packets of potato chips and cans of Coke and Fanta, bottles of mineral water. She mopped the toilet floors and made sure there were plenty of toilet rolls and sick bags, but she did it all on autopilot, her mind racing. Perhaps he was coming to tell her good news, although she couldn’t imagine what that would be or why he would want to share it with her, given how long it had been.

The boat bobbed in a gentle swell. Up on deck Janine was humming. Then she remembered Pauline’s arm around her shoulder, pulling her close after Mitch had sent news that his contract had been extended, he was staying on in Japan indefinitely. Pauline’s voice, muffled against her hair. ‘People change, love. One day your dad might surprise you.’

She felt a little burst of shame.

Pauline. He was coming because he had heard that Pauline had died. He was coming to comfort her.
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She was lost in the painting, following her brush, watching the swirling blues unfurling, the suggestion of a shape below the surface, the silver fizz of bubbles, a shimmering spray arcing in the air. It had taken her mind an age to settle, to let go of the puzzle of Mitch’s postcard. Now she imagined the booming splash as the fluke rose and smashed the surface of the water. This would be a painting about life underwater, a dynamic sea full of sound. She remembered someone saying once that the inside of a womb is as noisy as a railway station. Underwater, a whale’s whole life is defined by vibration and sound, from the whispering grunts and squeaks between the mother and the calf, kept soft to avoid the attention of predators, to the song of one male picked up, echoed and amplified by others, a mysterious oceanic orchestra that beckons and warns. She imagined a voluptuous aqua sea, swirling arabesques of bright colour suggestive of the noise and vibration of the underwater world. She worked quickly, holding the picture in her mind, felt the exhilaration and possibility of the painting.

But the sound of a car pulling up outside distracted her. She picked up a rag, wiping her hands and smiling to herself, ready to tease Max about what had finally lured him out of the house. Fishing, the pub, bingo. It didn’t matter. She felt like shouting with joy that he was out and about.

She pushed up the creaky garage door and ducked under it. But instead of Max, a man in a jacket with epaulettes and a cap was rounding the corner of the house, piggybacking a child.

Her heart squeezed. ‘Dad!’

Mitch grinned, his face the same but thinner, lined like a charcoal drawing under the leather fisherman’s cap.

‘Rube!’ Mitch jerked his head and said over his shoulder, ‘See? There she is.’ He turned back to face her, a flash of hesitancy in his smile.

‘Dad,’ she said again, and felt disarmed. Even though she knew about the little boy, it was still a shock to see him with a child clinging to his back. It was like stepping backwards in time, a memory of wrapping her arms around his neck, the salty smell of his warm skin, his hair tickling her face, his voice vibrating through her chest, singing some silly song, carrying her across hot sand.

The boy held a handful of flowers. ‘Here,’ Mitch said, angling himself so she could take them from his hand. ‘For you.’

She took them from the boy, the stems of the poppies were raggedy and damp in her fingers.

‘Let’s get you down, Carlos.’ He swung the boy off his back and put him down onto the ground. ‘Come here,’ he said playfully to her and held out both arms. She stepped into them. His jacket was padded and she rested her head against the puffy softness of his shoulder. It felt like sinking into a warm cloud.

‘It’s great to see you, Rube,’ his voice rumbled through her and the old love flared. She didn’t want to let go.

Then the boy made a complaining noise and Mitch shifted and stepped back. She flinched in the cool air and pulled the sleeves of her jumper down over her hands.

The boy stood out of her sight behind Mitch’s back. ‘Come on out and meet Ruby,’ Mitch said in the fake jolly tone parents use when they are trying to head off a child’s tantrum. He grinned at her. ‘Someone’s a bit shy,’ he said in an undertone.

The boy scowled in her direction, black hair flopping in his brown eyes, then looked away again. Mitch turned and swung the boy up onto his hip.

She had pictured Mitch in flapping pants and a bright t-shirt, his hair hanging down his back in a grey plait, his arms scrawny and his skin dry and wrinkled like the swimmers on the beach. But this Mitch looked stylish, elegant in the navy wool coat. The leather trim on his epaulettes matched his cap. She thought of pictures she’d seen of Carnaby Street in the 1960s. He looked like someone from a fashion magazine. Cool.

‘You’ve changed,’ he said, his eyes flicking over her.

‘I hope so.’ She laughed, surprised at her shyness. Was that pride or disappointment flickering across his face? Then she was annoyed with herself for caring about her grubby overalls, the ragged woolly jumper.

She couldn’t stop looking at him, the fine lines that fanned out from his eyes like crosshatching, the bony ruggedness of his face. His hair was grey-brown and silky, just brushing the edge of his collar. She was already composing a description for Fiona. He looks like something out of Vogue.

‘Hi Carlos,’ she said lightly, relieved that he’d brought the boy along. She reached out a hand to stroke his back but Mitch gestured for her to stop.

‘Takes a bit of settling in,’ he said, nodding at the boy’s buried head.

‘How old is he?’

‘Nearly three.’ He turned and looked beyond the fence, squinting into the distance. ‘Looks better than last time I saw it.’

She turned and looked back at the view he was admiring, past the bungalow to the paddock behind the house, the cows grazing on the bright green grass. She pictured it how he’d seen it last – a charred landscape, black sticks for trees. She remembered him picking up a rock and hurling it across the paddock.

The breeze picked up and she shivered.

‘Come in.’ She crossed the small yard and slid the back door open, pausing to slip off her boots.

Mitch followed her in, still carrying Carlos.

She went to the sink and began to fill the kettle. She felt elated, bubbling with thoughts of the painting, Mitch here in the house.

‘The old fella not home?’ Mitch looked around and rubbed his hands. They made a chafing sound. ‘Good that he’s not moping.’

She flicked the switch on the kettle and turned around to say how hard it had been for all of them, because it had been so sudden and unexpected, but Mitch had disappeared. His voice came from the front of the house. Was he in Max’s room?

‘Dad! Kettle’s boiled.’ Her voice sounded shrill.

Mitch brought Carlos back into the kitchen and took a chair at the table. ‘Small, isn’t it?’ he commented, looking around. ‘I’d have thought they would have built something bigger than the old place.’

She glanced round at the kitchen’s neat beige Laminex cupboards, the sink under the window, the fake flagstone lino and the mismatched table and chairs. It had felt like a palace after camping on the site for months. It had been no time for imagination, for dreams. Back then it was enough to have shelter, a house that did the job.

On their last night sleeping outside, Pauline cooked macaroni cheese on the camping stove. The blue flames licked at the bottom of the pan and the night was full of the sound of crickets. Max poured them all Coke in paper cups and made a toast. ‘To new beginnings,’ he said, putting his arm around Pauline whose eyes glittered with tears.

‘Mum. Why are you crying?’ Fiona was annoyed. ‘You’re supposed to toast!’

But Ruby thought she knew how Pauline felt, the push–pull of feeling when things were going right after they’d gone wrong. And the worry that the happy feeling might fizz away again like the bubbles in the Coke.

Now she looked beyond the kitchen to the loungeroom and saw it through his eyes – the scuffed leather sofa with its torn seams covered by a tartan rug, the bamboo lattice coffee table with the spiderwebbed crack in its glass top. ‘And I was going to offer you a tour,’ she said lightly, turning away to get some mugs out of the cupboard.

‘Well, we haven’t seen your room yet,’ Mitch said. ‘Hey, have you got something for him to play with?’

She dropped a teaspoon into a mug. Why hadn’t Mitch brought something with him? Why couldn’t Carlos entertain himself? ‘I’ll probably have something out the back.’ Her neck prickled at the ungraciousness of her tone.

‘Do you want to come and see what we can find for you, Carlos?’ she said brightly. But he had turned away and buried his face in Mitch’s shirt again.

‘Go on, mate,’ Mitch said encouragingly, lifting him down to the floor. Carlos stood there uncertainly, watching her with solemn dark eyes.

Ruby crossed the yard to the bungalow and Carlos moved tentatively behind her. She opened the bungalow door and looked around. The only thing she could see was an old quoits set on top of Fiona’s wardrobe. She took it down and set it out on the paving between the bungalow and the back of the house. ‘This OK?’ she said but he had retreated to the kitchen doorway, where he twisted a small piece of cloth in his fingers and watched her from under his hair.

‘Like this.’ She picked up a rubber ring, aimed and threw it. It landed on one of the pins. She clapped her hands enthusiastically. ‘Now you have a go!’ She held out a rubber ring but he didn’t move, just stood looking down at her feet.

‘Leave him to it, Rube,’ Mitch called. ‘Takes him a little while but he’ll come out of his shell.’

She returned to the kitchen. The kettle was still steaming. She made them both a cup of instant coffee.

‘Your life’s like one of those tea towels,’ she said, setting the mugs on the table and taking a chair.

He took his cap off and balanced it on his knee, sweeping both hands through his hair. When she was a kid it was like gold straw, hanging halfway down his back, bleached blond by the sun and the ends made brittle by saltwater. Now it was a glossy caramel threaded with silver.

‘A tea towel?’ He flashed a smile. Had his teeth always been so even, so white?

‘You know, Tokyo, Kathmandu, Amsterdam, San Francisco, then, Whalers Bay.’ She’d been trying to make a joke but it struck her that this list of places was all she knew about the years he’d been away. He never said much about himself on his postcards, just quirky facts about the place he was in, as if he was still her teacher and she was still a kid. Her letters to him had given just as little away. Short letters designed to stop him worrying, a selective list of achievements to make him proud: how she had learned to drive a tractor, mix concrete, fix a fence. No mention of things that mattered, or things that hurt.

He laughed and turned his coffee mug on the table. ‘You’re missing quite a few countries in between. But good to hear you were keeping track.’ He flicked at the front of his hair with his fingers giving her a sideways look. ‘Anyway, I’m here now.’ He glanced out into the yard where Carlos was singing to himself, then he looked back at her. ‘We’re here now.’

His smile was almost tentative and her irritation evaporated. They watched Carlos pick up one of the rubber rings, pulling it into an elongated oval.

He turned back to her and rubbed his hands over his knees. ‘You know about Maeve?’

‘No secrets round here. Plus it was in the papers.’ She wouldn’t admit to him that she had had no idea who Maeve O’Halloran was until Fiona told her. Fiona hadn’t believed that Ruby had never heard of her. ‘Honestly, Rube, do you live under a rock? She’s a jazz singer. She’s won two Grammys, sold millions of records. She’s performed with everyone.’

‘Bloody papers,’ Mitch said, tapping his cap against his knee. ‘Journalists have made her life hell.’

It had been hard to get Fiona to talk about anything but Maeve O’Halloran. Fiona had clicked away on her keyboard while they were on the phone looking up news, but none of the articles about Maeve gave Mitch more than a passing mention. ‘O’Halloran breaks up with drugs, starts new chapter’ Fiona read the article aloud, but Ruby hadn’t taken in much of the detail. She had been hungry for news about Mitch, preoccupied with how he fitted into that world.

She picked up a teaspoon and put sugar in her coffee then glanced up at him, half expecting him to tsk or pull a disapproving face but his face took on a dreamy look and he kept talking. ‘I really wanted you two to meet. You’ll love her. She’s special.’ He lifted his shoulders and dropped them again. ‘But the music industry . . .’ He sucked his teeth. ‘It’s ruthless as fuck. Chews people up and spits them out again. And the way they treat women!’ He bared his teeth in a grimace then put the mug down on the table. ‘But that’s enough of that.’ He looked up at her and touched her knee. ‘It’s so good to reconnect, Rube. Come for drinks tomorrow. You know where we are?’

She felt a flutter of relief. There was no bad news, no angry showdown. Still an undercurrent of worry tugged at her. Was he here to get her approval of Maeve? Why would he care?

He stood up suddenly. ‘Where’s Carlos got to?’

‘Stay there.’ She waved him back, glad of the chance to show herself in a good light.

The garage door was up. She heard a humming coming from down the back and there he was, crouched in the corner, fiddling with something, singing in a toneless voice. When he heard her he jumped up and rushed past her in a shambling old man run. The easel was tipped over. Her painting lay on the floor, black scribbles bloomed across it.

She raced across to the house. Carlos was face down across Mitch’s knees and Mitch was rubbing his back. ‘What is it, little man?’ he was asking soothingly.

‘He’s drawn all over my painting!’ She felt like pulling the kid off Mitch’s knee and shaking him.

‘He was just playing!’ Mitch continued to rub Carlos’s back. ‘He loves drawing, don’t you?’

The calm sing-song tone of his voice infuriated her. He should be berating the child, making him apologise, anything. Why wasn’t he taking her side?

‘Well it should mean something to him. It’s my place, they’re my things,’ she said through short, hard breaths.

‘You can always paint another one.’ He waved a hand, his tone dismissive, as if she was being overdramatic.

She put her hands on her hips. ‘It’s not just any picture.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘So you’ll be able to fix it up,’ he said calmly.

‘He’s ruined it.’ She felt an old anger flare.

Carlos was now sitting upright on Mitch’s knee, his lower lip trembling. Mitch held both the child’s hands, which were smeared with black texta. ‘Have you got a face washer or something, Rube? I don’t want him getting it in his eyes.’

She yanked a tea towel from the back of her chair and tossed it at him.

‘Thanks.’ He caught it and then dipped the edge of the towel in his glass of water and methodically wiped each of Carlos’s fingers.

‘Mama?’ Carlos reached up and grabbed one of Mitch’s ears.

Good question, Ruby thought, trying to get her breathing under control. Where was his mother? Why wasn’t she here to keep him in line?

‘OK,’ Mitch said. ‘Time we got a move on.’ He stood up and swung Carlos onto his hip, then jiggled the boy there, smiling into his face. ‘Let’s go and see her, hey?’

Ruby followed them out and stopped at the gate as Mitch strapped Carlos into the back seat of a silver sedan then got in and wound down the passenger window. The sunroof in the car was open, bathing his face in a strange gold glow that looked artificial, as if he was an actor playing a part in his too-young clothes and expensive car.

He leaned across and spoke through the open window. ‘If you can’t fix it take it to a restorer, Rube. It shouldn’t cost much.’

‘It’s not about the money.’ She flushed.

‘Well, send me the bill.’ He passed a box of juice to Carlos in the back seat, giving him a tender smile.

When he looked back at her again his smile was cautious. ‘Five suit you tomorrow night?’

She nodded, pushing her lips up into a forced smile.

‘Great,’ he called and pulled away.

She waved and watched them drive off. When she turned she saw Pauline’s poppies, waving their broken stems in the breeze.

Ruby spent the rest of the afternoon working on the painting, removing what she could of the texta. She replayed the scene in her head. Had she overreacted? Maybe Carlos wasn’t a spiteful little brat and it was just an accident. Was she taking her anger with Mitch or her jealousy out on Carlos? The questions ran around and around and her head began to ache. After she finished, she walked up to the top paddock and stood watching the cows. Buffeted by the cold breeze, she shoved her arms in the sleeves of her jumper. She had thought that it would be a joyful reunion, despite everything, but instead it felt like a scab had been knocked off an old wound.

Later she rang Fiona and told her about the visit. She sat in front of the easel, reviewing the afternoon’s work. There was no sign of the texta under the fresh paint. But something about it had changed. It felt spoiled.

‘So what does he want?’ Fiona’s tone was guarded.

‘He said he wanted to reconnect.’ Ruby looked out at the knobby grey trunk of the wisteria vine, gnarly fingers twisting up over the verandah posts, and noticed how ugly it looked in winter.

‘Yeah, right. After all this time?’

Ruby was shocked by Fiona’s sarcasm, shocked too, by the little thrill it gave her.

‘God, that feels good.’ Fiona let out a whoosh of air. ‘I’m sorry, Rube, but I used to hate the way Mum never let us say a word against him. It was such a pressure.’

Ruby fiddled with a brush, rubbing the soft bristle across her palm. ‘That’s because she always thought he might walk back through the door.’

‘So how did it feel when he did?’ Fiona said, sympathetic now.

Ruby tipped her head, holding the handset between her neck and shoulder, and began scraping paint out of her fingernails with the edge of an old kitchen knife. ‘It was weird. I took one look at him and—’

‘Went to mush?’

‘Something like that.’ Her face flushed, remembering how she’d been like a little kid when he’d put his arms around her.

‘You’re like one of those adopted kids who reunites with a birth parent when they grow up and falls in love and wants to shag them. Mitch had better watch out.’ Fiona laughed.

‘That’s sick.’ She didn’t like hard edge in Fiona’s voice. ‘Anyway, it wasn’t like that.’

‘Happens all the time.’ Fiona went on. ‘It’s some sort of faulty emotional wiring from being abandoned as a kid.

Abandoned? The word felt like a slap. ‘Why are you being so mean?’ Ruby’s eyes prickled.

‘I just don’t want you to get hurt, that’s all,’ Fiona protested.

‘I can look after myself.’ She wished she had a glass of wine, a bottle.

‘OK.’ Fiona was quiet. ‘So are you going to go tomorrow night?’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

‘And are you going to give him a serve, tell him what a jerk he’s been? All those things you’ve been storing up to say?’ Fiona’s voice was playful now.

‘I ditched that list a long time ago. That stuff weighs you down.’

‘Liar.’ Fiona laughed. ‘You could always stand him up, you know. Give him a taste of his own medicine. Show him you don’t give a shit about him.’

‘But I do.’ She put the knife down with a click.

Fiona sighed. ‘You always see the good side in people, Rube. No one else thought Neil would get that business off the ground. Even Mum was sceptical.’ She paused. ‘So, maybe your dad really does want to make it up to you.’

‘You think so?’ Hope fluttered in her.

‘God knows. But if you don’t go you’ll never know.’
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She drove away from the bay and took the dirt road that meandered north upward across the hills. The grass was bright green from the recent rain. It reminded her of when she started coming up here the winter after Fiona left, riding her bike up into the hills and through the bush to fossick among the remains of old farmhouses and sheds burned out by the fires. She would sit cross-legged to sketch the rusted body of an old Singer sewing machine sprouting weeds, a typewriter with melted keys, a Hills Hoist with its ghostly arms raised to the sky, draped with ivy. Out the window the once blackened hills were now rolling farmland, subdivided and stitched into a patchwork of vineyards and hobby farms.

‘Mitchell’s artistic vision was shaped by the landscape in and around Whalers Bay,’ Ruby put on her posh voice and spoke to the windscreen, smiling to herself. Then she paused. Was that true? Perhaps it was the changing scenery through the Kombi’s windows that had inspired her?

The Simpson place had been a dilapidated homestead for as long as she could remember. On spring Sundays she and the Stanleys would pick the mulberries off the trees that grew along the original fence line. If it was hot the adults sat on rugs in the shade of a huge Moreton Bay fig in the front yard while she and Fiona climbed the mulberry trees wearing Max’s old shirts to eat the fruit, red juice running down their arms and staining their shirts. The adults always warned them that the house was out of bounds, the wraparound verandah tilting drunkenly, and shards of broken glass spilling across its floor.

She had a vivid memory of running up here so she didn’t have to watch Mr Stanley drive Fiona away to boarding school. She had leaned against the tree, howling, her face hot and swollen. She was frightened by the intensity of her feelings, the extravagance of her tears. Was this what sisters felt when they were separated? Was it normal to feel this way about another girl? Did she love Fiona the wrong way? Afterwards she had been ashamed of herself for running away like that, for howling at the fig tree and not saying a proper goodbye.

She drove along the road looking for the mulberry trees but they were gone, replaced with a new picket fence. But the fig tree was still there, throwing gloomy shadows over a velvety front lawn. The verandah had been fixed up and painted and the windows caught the last of the afternoon sun.

She parked and tugged at her plaits, pulling them straight. She had on her best jeans and a black cotton jacket she and Pauline had bought together before one of her visits to Sydney to see Fiona. Pauline had tried to talk her into buying a dress but she didn’t want to spend money on something she’d never wear again. Pauline had smiled when she came out of the dressing room wearing the jacket and told her it looked lovely. ‘You look just like your mother,’ Pauline had said, and Ruby had gone home that night and tried the jacket on again in front of the mirror, turning her face this way and that, comparing it to the spiderwebbed photo of her mother sticky-taped to her wardrobe mirror but unable to see what Pauline saw.

She slipped off her boots and left them by the mat then knocked.

Mitch opened the door, stepping back to let her in. ‘You look nice.’ He looked pleased to see her as if he hadn’t expected her to show up. But she felt self-conscious and tugged at the jacket as their feet echoed along the polished floorboards of the hallway. He stopped at the end of the hall in the doorway of a narrow room that ran the width of the house and draped an arm around her neck. ‘Look who’s here!’ His voice was loud and over-bright.

The room felt crowded after the wide and airy hallway. The dining table was covered in Lego and on the floor a halfassembled trainset snaked under the table and petered out at a couch. In the floodlit garden that looked out to a long back lawn and low trees and hills Carlos swung a paddle at a ball tethered to a pole, squealing every time he made contact.

A slight woman wearing huge headphones had her head tipped back against the headrest of a puffy grey couch, her feet up on a coffee table strewn with magazines and newspapers and remotes, eyes closed, head nodding. On the TV in front of her the Wiggles were frozen mid-dance.

‘Maeve!’ Mitch called. He walked Ruby over to the couch, his arm still around her neck, picking their way through plastic toys and puzzle pieces scattered across the floor. Mitch touched Maeve’s knee and her eyes flew open, then she jumped up, pushing off the headphones. ‘Here you are!’ She stepped in and pulled Ruby into an awkward hug. Ruby was taken aback. From the photos she’d seen of Maeve with her head thrown back, microphone held to her mouth with the cords of her neck straining, and her pale hair flying she’d expected someone tall, Amazonian. But Maeve barely came up to her chin.

‘Sorry about the mess,’ Mitch pushed toys and puzzle pieces on the tiled floor aside with the toe of his sneaker, clearing a path to the kitchen bench. He picked up an open tin of baked beans with a spoon in it that stood in a puddle of orange sauce and put it in the fridge, then tipped a packet of Cheezels that had spilled across the bench into the bin. ‘We feed Carlos early, he’s usually in bed by six,’ he said.

‘Neither of us is very domestic.’ Maeve slipped her feet into a pair of gold trainers.

‘Speak for yourself.’ Mitch tore open a packet of biscuits with his teeth and tipped them onto a tray, adding cubes of cheese from a plastic bag. He winked at Ruby. ‘Maeve’s so used to room service she gives me a tip when I bring her breakfast in bed.’

‘You wish,’ Maeve said to him, then turned to Ruby. ‘Why do men always want credit for doing things women don’t think twice about doing?’ She pushed her hair back behind her ears and turned back the cuffs of her oversized white sweater. Her legs in tight white jeans looked as thin as sticks. ‘Come on, then. Drinks, Mitch! Chop, chop.’ Maeve held onto one of Ruby’s hands and led her to the kitchen bench then pulled out a stool. Ruby was conscious of her rough and calloused hands that probably still smelled of turps.

Mitch wiped the bench with a wet rag and raised his eyebrows at Ruby as if to say, See what I mean?

Ruby smiled back at him, a bubble of anxiety bobbed in her stomach. She took a seat on a stool at the bench, careful to keep her arms off the wet surface.

Maeve turned her stool to face her. ‘So, Ruby, tell us all about yourself.’

Mitch groaned. ‘She’s just got in the door.’

‘It does feel a bit like a job interview,’ Ruby tried to keep her voice light.

‘See?’ Mitch said to Maeve, then pushed a dish of olives towards Ruby. ‘Someone’s spent too long in LA.’

Maeve pulled a mock sad face, turning down her mouth and drawing her dark eyebrows down at him. ‘Someone has to ask.’ She pouted. ‘You don’t know a thing about her.’

‘That’s not true,’ Mitch said to Ruby with a tight smile.

She smiled back but it felt forced and awkward.

‘He couldn’t tell me anything I wanted to know,’ Maeve said, raising her voice over Carlos’s yells and pock pock of the paddle hitting the ball.

Ruby shifted on her stool.

Mitch turned from the fridge and jiggled a bottle of beer in one hand, a bottle of champagne in the other. ‘Ladies?’

‘Bubbly of course,’ Maeve said. ‘We should be celebrating!’

Mitch popped the cork and filled two glasses to the brim, then hesitated over the third, looking questioningly at Maeve.

‘Oh for heaven’s sake,’ Maeve said irritably. ‘It’s a special occasion.’ She watched him half fill the glass then stared at him until he reluctantly filled it to the top.

Maeve turned to Ruby and lifted her glass and the candles on the window sill caught the gold bubbles. ‘To fresh starts,’ Maeve said.

They clicked glasses and Ruby took a long gulp.

Carlos banged on the back door with his fists calling something Ruby couldn’t make out.

‘OK buddy,’ Mitch called. ‘I’ll get you a drink too!’

When he’d taken a cup of water outside. Maeve picked up the champagne bottle and topped up her glass. ‘Mitch says I’m burned out. He thinks a stint at Nirvana will do me the world of good.’ She made a face. ‘Do you know it?’

Ruby nodded. She’d heard about the rehab retreat for the wealthy up in the hills.

‘Fuck,’ Maeve breathed. ‘It’s all meditation and massage and group therapy with people you’ve never met and would never want to. I’d feel like an animal in a cage.’

Ruby was startled, then uncertain. ‘Is that why you came here?’ She took another gulp of champagne.

‘Oh, there was you of course,’ Maeve put her hand on Ruby’s arm.

Mitch slid the back door open and called out to Carlos, ‘Five minutes buddy and then it’s bath time.’

‘I was just telling Ruby why we came.’ She turned to Ruby again. ‘When he told me he had a daughter he hadn’t seen for years, and this from a man who was sweet talking me about settling down, it set off alarm bells, I can tell you. I thought, this guy’s got issues with commitment. I thought if he was as serious about me, about us, as he said,’ she glanced at Mitch, ‘he’d do something about it.’

Ruby felt a stab of anger as sharp as heartburn. Was that why he’d come back? To prove something to his new girlfriend?

‘I would have done it anyway,’ Mitch said. ‘It’s been too long Rube.’

She took a biscuit, broke off a piece and ate it, not tasting it. She looked at Mitch, hoping he would add something more but now he had his back to her, leaning into the fridge.

‘I love your hair, by the way.’ Maeve reached out and picked up the end of one of Ruby’s plaits and rolled it between her fingers. Ruby shifted on the stool, trying not to lean away. ‘She’s so pretty, don’t you think Mitch?’

‘Give her some space, Maeve,’ Mitch growled.

Maeve held up her hands and laughed. ‘All right, all right. I know I can be intense, I overshare and that makes people uncomfortable, but at least I’m honest.’ She threw a glance at Mitch.

He frowned at the nearly empty bottle of champagne then moved it out of her reach.

‘What kind of work do you do, Ruby? I know you paint, but what do you do to pay the bills?’ Maeve had her hands crossed primly on her lap like a child determined to behave.

The mention of painting made her think of the disaster with Carlos and she flushed. ‘I work for the whale-watching company in town.’ She glanced at Mitch to see how he reacted to her mention of whales but his face was neutral. ‘I’ve worked for Neil who owns it, since I was thirteen. He used to supply the fish factory but after it closed he started to run weekend fishing charters and I used to help him out. Then I went full-time after I left school.’ She glanced at Mitch, hoping for a flicker of approval or pride but he had his head down, sawing a baguette into slices that he dropped into a basket lined with a checked paper napkin.

‘From fishing charters to whale-watching tours,’ Mitch said. ‘Why the change?’

‘It was an accident, it was amazing,’ she felt the bubble of elation in her chest. ‘We took some blokes out on a fishing trip, businessmen, and I was sitting up on the bow and wham, I see this fluke rise up out of the water and slam down on the surface. It made a massive sound. I jumped up and I was shouting and waving my arms at Neil to stop.’ She shook her head, wishing she was as good with words as Fiona. ‘The blokes were racing from one side of the boat to the other, whooping and hanging over the railings taking photos. The louder they got, the closer the whales came, poking their heads up out of the water then rolling and lolling. It was like they were performing for us.’ It would sound silly if she said it out loud but standing there on the bow watching the whales it was as if her wishing had brought them to her. ‘After about an hour, Neil said we’d better get going, but the blokes didn’t care about fishing anymore. They didn’t want to leave. None of us did. We stayed there until we really had to go. All the way back all the blokes could talk about was the whales. It was so amazing,’ she closed her eyes, thrilled again that she’d been there, that she’d been the first to spot them. ‘After that Neil’s phone rang off the hook with people wanting to do his whale-watching trip. It’s been pretty much like that ever since.’

‘But haven’t there always been whales around here?’ Maeve licked her finger and pressed it into the shower of crumbs on the breadboard then put it in her mouth.

‘Not for decades. There used to be a whaling station here so they’ve learned to keep their distance and avoid the hunting grounds,’ Ruby said. ‘It’s a huge deal that they’ve come back.’ She still felt the thrill of it, that she’d been here when it had happened.

‘It’s about trust, isn’t it? How you can win it back,’ Maeve said with a sideways glance at Mitch.

‘Neil must be raking it in. Whale watching is big business.’ Mitch flicked Maeve a look of irritation then ripped the lid off a container of dip. He pushed the dip and basket of bread towards them. ‘So do you lead the tours, or what?’ he asked.

‘No, I’m more of a gofer.’

In the garden Carlos yelled something.

‘I’ll go and get him, it’s his bedtime anyway,’ Mitch said. He stepped out into the garden calling Carlos as he went. ‘Bath time, buddy!’ Carlos appeared from around the corner of the house and ran squealing away along the garden path until he was out of sight. Was he excited or upset? Ruby couldn’t tell.

She and Maeve turned to watch them through the glass doors.

‘They get on very well.’ Ruby nodded at the garden where Mitch had scooped the boy in his arms.

‘At first I thought he was just trying to impress me. But now . . .’ Maeve gave a little bark of a laugh. ‘Usually I leave Carlos at home with a nanny when I’m on tour because it’s easier. But on the last one Mitch brought Carlos along. He took him to parks and playgrounds and galleries, in every city, all over Europe. Me, I couldn’t think of anything worse. But they loved it. Carlos won’t let him out of his sight now.’ She grimaced. ‘Mitch would never say it but he thinks I’m a pretty crap mother.’ She took another sip. ‘I was almost forty and it felt urgent.’ She shrugged. ‘I’m the first person to admit I should never have had a child. It just doesn’t suit me.’

Did Maeve think it suited Mitch? Ruby felt a rush of resentment at this reinvention. He had never run around after her like that as a kid. Had he ever put her first? Her thoughts felt muzzy and she put her glass down.

The back door slid open and Mitch came in carrying Carlos over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

Was it all an act? It was a mean thought, but irresistible.

‘I’ll be back in a minute.’ He jiggled Carlos who sputtered with laughter. ‘I’ll just get this little menace ready for bed.’

Maeve blew Carlos an absent-minded kiss and when they were gone she refilled their glasses again and took a long sip. ‘What about you? Got anyone special?’ This time the question seemed kinder, less of an interrogation.

Ruby laughed and shook her head. She took another gulp of champagne. Was what she had with Stefan special? It was fun, exciting. She told him exaggerated and funny stories about the Brainiacs and their quiz triumphs, about Mel who could sing the lyrics of any Australian country and western music you could name; Bronwyn, the medieval re-enactor who specialised in geography and history; and Naomi, the itinerant hairdresser who knew everything about true crime and sport. Stefan said he should recruit Naomi as one of his interviewers, that people told their hairdressers things they’d never tell anyone else. She wrestled him back onto the bed, pinning his torso with her thighs, telling him to stick to his senior citizen volunteers. But once she left the motel room she barely thought about him again until a month, maybe two months later. They had the sort of free and easy relationship she liked, spending an occasional afternoon at a motel on the highway far enough away that they wouldn’t be seen. Not that it would matter to Stefan, he and his wife had no secrets, he said. But it mattered to Ruby. She didn’t want people talking, judging her. It suited both of them just the way it was. Uncomplicated. Straightforward.

Maeve had her head tipped to one side, watching her.

Ruby put the glass down. ‘Not really.’

Maeve laughed. ‘Well, that was neither a yes nor a no. You still trying to make up your mind?’ She looked at Ruby over the rim of her glass and said in a low voice. ‘I know what that’s like.’

Ruby felt woolly-headed. She gestured at the fridge, plastered with Carlos’s paintings. ‘Mind if I get a beer?’

‘Help yourself,’ Maeve said.

She felt braver with a beer in her hand. ‘How did you meet Dad?’

‘Glastonbury.’ Maeve tipped her head back to look up at the ceiling. ‘I walked out of this crowded, noisy tent into a perfectly quiet night and I looked up and there he was, walking a tightrope in gold lamé shorts. He looked like a fucking god.’

Ruby laughed. ‘Gold lamé!’

‘It had been pissing down for days and there was so much mud they’d put sheets of cardboard on the ground because you couldn’t walk anywhere without slipping over or losing your shoes. They had those tiki lights burning, you know the ones on sticks, and with all that mud it looked like something out of the wild west. But it had finally stopped raining and it felt wonderful to be out in fresh air. There was no one around and it felt so peaceful. Then I see this guy,’ she pointed to the ceiling, ‘walking along a tightrope stretched between the stage and the big tent, just a few security people standing there looking up at him. There he was, looking totally fucking serene, not a shred of selfdoubt.’ She snorted. ‘I thought I could do with some of that. Being so together, not needing an audience.’ Maeve had a husky laugh.

‘Did she tell you I had no idea who she was?’ Mitch asked, coming through the doorway carrying Carlos in his pyjamas.

Maeve winked at Ruby. ‘I still think he was lying.’

‘How did you end up at Glastonbury?’ Ruby wanted to know.

Mitch jiggled Carlos on his hip. ‘I was working as a roadie for Iggy Pop. I’d worked with Bowie, The Bad Seeds. Great way to see new music, meet new people . . .’ He grinned at Maeve. Carlos began humming.

‘Oh. He met lots of new people.’ There was an edge in Maeve’s voice. She looked down at her glass and turned it in slow circles on the bench.

‘Well those days are over,’ Mitch addressed Maeve’s bent head, raising his voice over Carlos’s humming, which was getting louder.

‘I love performing but I hate touring,’ Maeve said to Ruby. She lifted her head, blinked pale lashes. ‘You feel like you’re having the same conversations over and over, just with different people. You do whatever you can to get by. You start to get homesick then one day you realise you don’t really have a home. You’ve got an apartment but you never live there.’

‘She’s burned out,’ Mitch added and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘You just need a break. Then you’ll be right.’ Carlos wriggled and reached for Mitch’s glass.

‘Someone wants to say goodnight,’ Mitch said, turning his back to Ruby so that Carlos’s face showed over his shoulder.

Carlos stopped humming and blinked at her anxiously. She hated that he seemed frightened of her. ‘Night, night.’ She wiggled her fingers at him. But he squeezed his eyes shut and didn’t answer.

‘You coming, Maeve?’ Mitch called.

‘You go, I’ll keep Ruby company,’ Maeve got up and took another bottle of champagne from the fridge then muffled the cork with a tea towel and filled her glass.

When Mitch came into the kitchen he opened the oven door and slid out a tray of spinach pastries, sliding them onto a breadboard. ‘Chow down,’ he said, handing round squares of paper towel and picking up one of the tarts in his fingers.

Ruby was starving and she took a big bite, showering the bench with shards of pastry.

‘So how long were you a roadie?’ She felt guilty. What sort of daughter doesn’t know what her dad does for a living?

‘Long enough to realise it’s a mug’s game. Got sick of the long hours, the low pay, the prima donnas.’

‘He didn’t need the money. His business had taken off.’ Maeve turned to Ruby. ‘He just liked hanging round the scene. You used to love the parties,’ she said to Mitch.

‘Even partying gets boring,’ he leaned over and tucked a strand of hair behind Maeve’s ear. ‘Especially when you’ve got to be up early the next morning when everyone else is sleeping it off.’

But Ruby was distracted. ‘What business?’

He shrugged. ‘Import-export.’ He pushed the dip and bread towards her again.

Capitalism is a cancer, he’d always told her. When had he stopped believing that?

‘Antique textiles,’ Maeve butted in, swooping a finger through the pink dip. Mitch playfully slapped her hand away.

‘I started out as a buyer for a guy I met at the surf school. He told me there was a huge market in the States for traditional Japanese textiles so I started going round to flea markets buying old kimonos. Then I went out on my own.’

‘His first big sale was to the V and A,’ Maeve said in a fake posh voice. ‘They bought one of his antique samurai ones for a fortune.’

Ruby prickled at the idea of Mitch as a businessman. He made it all sound so easy. ‘But how did you know what to buy?’

‘His friend taught him the basics.’ Maeve leaned over and put a hand on his arm then said proudly, ‘But don’t forget he also learned a lot from your mother.’ She looked at Ruby. ‘Her specialty was Asian textiles, wasn’t it?’

‘My mother?’ The candlelight jumped and bobbed against the window as if her own panting breath was bending the flames this way and that. ‘I don’t know anything about my mother.’ She thought of Fiona sitting on the couch with Pauline’s photos, cards and letters spilling over her lap and onto the coffee table like confetti. ‘All I’ve got is a couple of old photos.’

‘You’re exaggerating.’ Mitch gave Maeve a wink. He picked up a piece of chorizo and put it in his mouth.

When had he started eating meat? He chewed it with a dazed look on his face. She felt a jolt of disgust. ‘I’m not.’

‘Now, now,’ Maeve said teasingly. ‘No arguing.’ She leaned into Ruby, so she had to shift her weight to stop herself falling off the stool. ‘He’s got a lot to thank your mother for.’

‘She taught me to appreciate beautiful things.’ Mitch gazed at Maeve then ran his hand down her back. Maeve tipped her head back and half closed her eyes.

Ruby thought Maeve looked like a cat that was being petted, with that contented look on her face. She felt like reaching over and taking a handful of hair and giving it a yank, to see Maeve’s eyes fly open, to wipe that self-absorbed look off her face. Her fingers tingled. She was at high school again, realising that everyone around her knew things she didn’t, that she would never catch up.

Ruby put a piece of cheese in her mouth so she didn’t have to speak. It was rubbery and sweaty from sitting on the bench and she chewed and swallowed with an effort. This was the reunion that Pauline always told her would happen. She pictured Pauline, sleepy-eyed in her dressing gown, sitting on a little three-legged stool beside the bath in the middle of the night washing Ruby’s back with a soapy sponge. Ruby used to sink down into the bubbles, glad to wash away the smell of wee, her wet pyjamas in a pile on the floor, listening to Pauline’s voice telling her there was nothing wrong with her, that sometimes it happened when you were worried or sad. That there was nothing to be ashamed of. And afterwards, in fresh pyjamas, she would follow Pauline out to the bungalow where Pauline would make up her bed around her, tucking her in tight, calling her her poddy lamb. Loneliness gusted through her. What would Pauline make of tonight?

When it was time to go, Mitch went down the hallway ahead of her. Outside she felt giddy in the fresh air.

She sat down on the top step to put on her boots and Mitch sat down next to her. Bushes swished in the wind.

‘So your new girlfriend knows more about my mother than I do!’ She tried to keep her tone jokey but her voice came out wrong. ‘You never told me anything about my mother.’

‘I told you all you needed to know,’ he said.

She thrust her feet into her boots, not caring that her socks were rucked up. The wind picked up and the tree branches groaned.

‘That her name was Nadia and she died of cancer?’ Indignation coursed through her.

He leaned his shoulder against hers. ‘Rube,’ his voice was mournful.

‘And you haven’t said a word to me about Pauline.’ She tugged at her sock, trying to get the folds out.

Mitch was quiet. ‘I was sorry to hear Pauline had died. But I won’t pretend I liked her. That woman turned you against me. She brainwashed you.’

Ruby went completely still, heard the rustling of the leaves with a terrible clarity. ‘She never said a word against you.’ She tried to keep her voice even, sure now that he was looking to pick a fight. ‘Even when you pissed off and never came back.’ She stood up.

He stood too, brushing his hand across the back of his jeans. ‘She accused me of neglecting you, said if the social services knew half of it I’d never see you again.’ He thrust his hands into his back pockets.

Nausea rose in her throat. She got into her car.

Mitch held the door open so she couldn’t shut it and leaned down. ‘I wouldn’t have come back here while that woman was alive for all the tea in China. As soon as I could, I got as far away from her as possible, left the country, took that job in Japan. You think I could stand to be one of those weekend dads with them dictating the when and where of my visits?’

Her hands shook and she fumbled her keys into the ignition. She needed to get away.

Mitch put his hand on the roof and leaned in. ‘I wonder if you should even be driving.’

Ruby just shook her head as if to say, You think I care? She drove off in a spray of gravel. In the rear-view mirror a man she didn’t recognise stood outlined in a rectangle of cold light.
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The next morning she was up before light fixing the fence in the top paddock, digging a hole around the first of the rotten posts. Max came up the hill towards her, carrying two mugs of tea, Banjo trailing behind.

‘Surprised to see you up at this hour,’ Max said. He held a mug out to her. Steam streamed sideways into the morning breeze. Ruby put the shovel down and they stood on the hill, looking down at the house. The tin roof was dull grey in the early morning light. Grass grew from the gutters. Rust dotted the side of the water tank. The place looked uncared for.

‘Thanks.’ She took a sip and put the mug down on the ground.

‘Thought you could do with one. Your light was on half the night. Couldn’t have got much sleep.’ He didn’t look at her but examined the hole she had dug and the pile of dirt beside it.

She pushed the shovel into the dirt with her foot, lifting and depositing it on the growing pile in one smooth motion.

‘Everything all right?’

She could feel him waiting for her to turn around, play the game she adopted as a kid. Put on a happy face. Never let them see you cry. But she was tired of it all. ‘I saw my dad last night. He said some horrible things.’

Max sucked his teeth. ‘Some people just can’t help themselves. He’s only been here five minutes.’

She thrust the tip of the shovel into the compacted soil at the base of the post, but it was like hitting rock and the jolt sent a jarring vibration up her arms that made her head ache. She took up the pickaxe to break up the dirt, revealing the rotten stump.

She glanced at Max. ‘Did you ever get angry with him?’

He laughed, a sound like a rusty gate. ‘Your dad?’ He gave the post a kick and ants swarmed from the wood. ‘Course I did, we both did. Don’t you remember how you never wanted to go anywhere on the weekends because you thought he might show up? And if we did finally get you out of the house we had to leave detailed directions pinned to the front door just in case?’ He shook his head. ‘Angry? There were times I could have killed him. As for Pauline, it broke her heart.’

She felt exhausted, and leaned on the shovel.

Max held his mug in both hands and pressed the rim against his lips. ‘When he went off to Japan? She rang that place, the surf school where he was working and left messages but he never called back. Then she left a message saying she’d call the local police and tell them he didn’t have a work permit if he didn’t return her call. She hated doing that, but it was the only way to get through to him. When he finally phoned she absolutely went to town on him.’ He glanced at Ruby. ‘She was a big-hearted woman, Pauline. But I’d never seen her so . . .’ He shook his head. ‘She absolutely tore strips off him for leaving the country, said it was breaking your heart. She told him it was heartbreaking to see your face every time one of his cards arrived – the way he got your hopes up. But,’ he shrugged, ‘it didn’t do any good. Probably made things worse.’ He put his mug on the grass and scratched Banjo behind the ear.

‘You never told me,’ Ruby said. She felt like crying.

‘What could we have said? We couldn’t understand it ourselves; how could we explain it to you?’ He straightened up, then gave a grim smile. ‘I suppose he blames us.’

In the night the accusations Mitch had made about Pauline had kept her awake and she came to think there was some truth in them. Not that Pauline had blackmailed him or brainwashed her, that was Mitch exaggerating, portraying himself as the victim. But the parts about his carelessness and neglect. Wasn’t there some truth in that?

She cleared the last of the dirt from the bottom of the stump, wiped the sweat out of her eyes, then pushed hard against the post but it didn’t budge.

‘Here,’ Max said. He walked around the other side and pushed against the post, and she pushed back, working it like a loose tooth. Finally it groaned and gave way. They pulled it clear and lay it on the grass.

He bent down and levered the new post up off the grass with a grunt and together they lifted it into the hole. Max held it steady while she shovelled the dirt back in, tamping it down until it stood firm and straight.

‘Been meaning to fix this fence for ages,’ Max said, lifting his cup of tea towards her in a little toast. ‘Making a start’s the hardest part.’

*

Two days later she was surprised when she picked up the phone at work and heard Mitch’s voice. ‘Have you got a moment?’ He sounded subdued.

She turned towards the window and fiddled with the pot plant on the edge of the desk. It was already wilting. ‘What’s it about?’ She hated thinking about the way things had ended the other night. They’d all had too much to drink, the arguing had been ugly.

He spoke quickly, the words tumbling out. ‘Look, I’d like to talk about the other night. Can you meet me, say for lunch?’

‘I’ll have to check with Neil.’

‘You have to check if you can have a lunch break?’

‘He likes to know where I am. He doesn’t like people just coming and going as they please.’ She broke a yellowing leaf off the new plant and tossed it in the bin.

Mitch made an exasperated noise. ‘Maeve’s upset about the other night. She said I hadn’t been straight with her.’

‘What about?’ She enjoyed forcing him to answer.

‘About you and me.’

‘And about Mum?’ A pulse throbbed in her neck.

‘That too.’ He sounded resigned.

‘I can’t get over what you said about Pauline.’ She leaned back in the office chair. ‘That was terrible.’

‘I was angry. Look I’d like to talk about it, apologise.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I thought we could meet up, just the two of us, if not lunch then coffee, whatever.’

Something in her shifted. It was exhausting being angry all the time. ‘I’ve got to open up the community centre at nine tomorrow. Can you get there then?’

‘Pfft, Carlos is awake at six, that’s late in my book.’ He gave a gruff laugh.

*

He was waiting outside, leaning against the railing of the wheelchair ramp reading a magazine, when she pulled up. He shoved the magazine into the back pocket of his tartan pants and tapped the brim of his leather cap in greeting.

She got out and opened the boot, and he was beside her, helping to lift the esky out, carrying it up the ramp and holding it while she unlocked the front door. On the footy oval next door a game was on and a siren sounded, a lawnmower grumbled and the air smelled of cut grass.

She directed him to the kitchen where he left the esky then followed her as she went through unlocking the childcare centre, the doors to the classrooms and the back door to what was called the adults’ garden to distinguish it from the patch of fenced AstroTurf around the side of the building with the sandpit and jungle gym.

She opened the back door wide and stepped to one side so he could see her mural. ‘I did that, when I was sixteen.’ She felt a rush of pride.

The sun was coming over the top of the roof and poured down on the back wall. Her mural jumped out from the muted tones of the oregano and mint bushes planted in front of it. She thought of it as her first real painting because it was a shift away from the faithful reproductions of her found objects and had been inspired by a dream she’d had about flying.

‘Wow,’ Mitch nodded at the mural, his eyes wide. He turned to look at her. ‘This is great.’

‘I’d do it differently now.’ She blushed and wiped her hands on her jeans, annoyed for feeling so pleased.

A big woman with a joyous smile and fleshy thighs flew through the air towards the viewer, arms outstretched, a warm yellow light turning her pale hair gold, suggesting a sunrise; a new beginning. A trapeze swung away behind her and, at the edge of the frame, two muscled brown arms covered in fine gold hairs reached out to catch her hands, suggesting the next moment when she would be caught in mid-air, and swung back and forth above an invisible crowd.

‘No wonder you were pissed off about Carlos and your painting,’ Mitch said over his shoulder. ‘Did you get it cleaned up all right?’

‘It’s fine. It came up fine.’ It felt so good to be magnanimous.

‘I can see where you got your inspiration.’ He turned to her with a smug smile.

It was from a dream I had about flying, she was about to say. But what did it matter where she got the idea from? People saw what they wanted in it. When her design won first prize, the selection committee had praised it for capturing the spirit of the community centre as a launching place for people to experience the exhilaration of learning new things. She’d heard committee members describing it that way to local politicians on their tours of the building but these days she wasn’t so sure about that interpretation. There were things in the mural that she hadn’t noticed at the time. Weren’t the thrusting hands ambiguously posed? Were they reaching to catch or letting go?

She heard the front door bump open then slam shut and voices called out in greeting. She went to welcome the newcomers while Mitch returned to the kitchen.

‘You do this every week?’ He had unpacked the esky and held a Tupperware box full of lamingtons, looking for somewhere to put it.

She took it from him and put it in the fridge. ‘Every month. There’s a roster. We call ourselves the lock-up and lamingtons brigade. We open the centre for playgroup and whatever classes are on, supply morning tea, and then lock up again at lunchtime.’ She switched the urn on. ‘Council used money from the bushfire reconstruction fund to put up the building but didn’t allow anything much for staff.’

The front door bumped open again and there was a burst of children’s voices in the hallway. ‘We don’t have to hang around here now that the mums have arrived. We can go down the street and get coffee if you want.’

He shrugged. ‘I’m easy.’

She found him in the hallway a few minutes later, reading the noticeboard. ‘Lots to do here,’ he said, indicating the term’s timetable, ads for playgroup, the visiting toy library, fundraisers, working bees.

‘There’s occasional care here too, if you wanted to leave Carlos and have some time to yourself.’

But he didn’t answer.

She wanted to forget the other night, the things they’d both said. Start again. She tapped the timetable. ‘I’ve got a PhD in community classes,’ she said. ‘Done just about every course this place has ever run.’

She could have told him that it was one of Pauline’s conditions when she left school that she had to enrol in community classes, keep her education going, but she didn’t want to bring her up and she couldn’t tell him that story without mentioning how angry Pauline had been. She remembered that Pauline had knocked so hard on the bungalow’s screen door that it was still twanging and shaking when Ruby had opened it.

‘Inside, young lady,’ Pauline said through thin lips, turning so fast that the empty arms of her navy cardigan flew out around her like a bat’s wings. Ruby could still remember her heart yammering as she crossed the yard and followed Pauline into the house.

In the kitchen Max sat at the table pretending to read the paper. Pauline snatched it up and threw it on the bench.

‘I had a phone call at work today from the school principal – yes, on a Saturday – confirming your application to withdraw. What’s this about you leaving school?’

She shuffled her feet then sat down abruptly. ‘I’m fifteen.’

‘Who leaves school at fifteen? I left school at fifteen and look at me.’ She threw her cardigan off her shoulders and crossed her arms.

‘Half of a grade ten isn’t gonna take you far, love,’ Max said. ‘You’re not leaving school without a job and a plan.’

‘She’s not leaving school full stop,’ Pauline said angrily.

Max looked down at the table and examined his nails.

‘Neil’s got a full-time job for me.’ Ruby’s tongue felt too big for her mouth.

‘Oh, there’s a great role model,’ Pauline scoffed. ‘The man’s practically illiterate.’

‘Paul,’ Max said in a warning voice.

‘I’m not saying he isn’t a lovely man—’ Pauline almost shouted.

‘That’s why he needs someone like me,’ Ruby said over the top of her. ‘I can do all the flyers and the brochures, I can order all the supplies, write out receipts – then next year when I’ve saved up enough I can go to Lismore TAFE. Neil said he’d help with the fees. They’ve got a sign-writing course. Then I could do all his displays, the signage and logos.’

Pauline sank down in a kitchen chair as if all the air had gone out of her.

Max was staring at the tabletop and making little huffing noises as if he had a mouthful of hot food.

‘It’s not about money, is it?’ Pauline looked at her with her eyes wide. ‘You mustn’t worry about money. Max won’t be out of work forever. Things will pick up, won’t they, Max?’ Pauline covered his hand with her own.

Max chewed his lip and nodded. ‘We’ll be right.’

Ruby knew they were only saying that. They were the ones who hunched over the TV news every night worrying about all the talk of recession. ‘I hate school.’ She jutted her chin. It was true. School was awful without Fiona. It wasn’t just that she couldn’t keep up in class. After Fiona had left, she found herself on the outside again. Without Fiona to cover for her she had to pretend to understand what they were talking about when they talked bands she’d never heard of or TV shows or films she’d never seen and she was constantly on edge. It was exhausting. There were no more party invitations or offers for her to come and stay at people’s beach houses. She felt like an outcast, an alien. Even though she had always known it was Fiona who gave her the entry into that group of friends, the rejection felt unbearable.

Pauline put a hand to her throat. ‘You’ve planned all this, haven’t you? You were unhappy all this time.’ She shook her head, miserable. ‘And you never told us.’ Her eyes glittered. ‘Why didn’t you tell us, love?’

‘Come on, Paul.’ Max patted her hand. ‘Leave the girl alone.’

Later that night she went inside and stood in the doorway of the loungeroom. Hey Hey it’s Saturday was on and Max and Pauline were smiling at something on the screen. Pauline looked up and tapped the cushion next to her, then wriggled over to make room. Ruby squeezed in between them, making herself as small as possible, feeling their warm bodies pressing in on her from either side.

A week later she started working for Neil full-time and enrolled in a painting class at the community centre.

‘Beekeeping?’ Mitch’s voice brought her back to the present. He was reading the timetable.

She smiled. ‘Yep.’

‘Book club?’

‘Every month.’ She laughed. She was ten again.

‘OK.’ He flipped the edge of the timetable with his finger. ‘Let’s see, woodwork, welding?’

‘And life drawing, mosaics, painting, book-keeping. Even deportment classes for “posture, poise and presence”.’ She cocked a hip, put a hand behind her head and struck a glamour pose. She was showing off now, she could hear the desire to impress him in her voice.

‘Very good.’ He smiled.

‘It’s mostly the same group of people in the classes,’ Ruby said. ‘Just different teachers.’

‘Good for lonely people then.’ Mitch flicked her a look. ‘Were you lonely?’

She glanced away. ‘Nah. I just wanted to keep learning stuff.’

‘I wasn’t having a go,’ he said. ‘It was my clumsy attempt to . . .’ he held his palms out. ‘Maeve said I hardly asked you any questions about yourself the other night.’

‘That’s true,’ she said, trying for amiable. ‘Well,’ she pointed at the ad for pub trivia. ‘Fun fact. I’m one of the Brainiacs. Whalers Bay Pub Quiz Champions 1997 and 1998.’

‘Those your golden years, were they?’ He raised an eyebrow.

She gave him a pretend shove. ‘Last year was an aberration. There’s been an influx of know-it-alls, but this year we’re back.’

On the street he pulled on a pair of Ray-Bans and zipped up his grey hoodie against the morning breeze. People passing gave him little sideways glances as if they were trying to place him. As if he was somebody. She wanted to hang off his arm like she did as a kid. She’d had so many angry conversations with him in her head since that night with Maeve and his awful accusations about Pauline, but now she couldn’t remember any of them. Was that all it took? Having him to herself?

Walking towards the cafe she tried to see the place from his point of view, to see the changes he would notice. The fish factory puffing out its foul smelling steam was gone, instead a fresh salty wind gusted along the street. Streams of city people strolled the footpath towards the beach and the new jetty. The pub was covered in scaffolding with tradesmen crawling all over it, and on the foreshore excavators had started gnawing holes in preparation for a group of low-rise apartments.

They stopped at the general store, the last shop before the beach, the old Peter’s ice-cream cone jutting out above the verandah. ‘Remember when this used to be the milk bar? And Elsie who was addicted to Days of Our Lives? We could have walked out with everything in the shop when that was on the TV, she would never have noticed.’

A group of seniors in stripes, white shorts and windbreakers were gathered in a knot outside the shop, peering at the window. Elsie had been the first shopkeeper to display Mitch’s odd job sign. Back then it sat in the window alongside ads for jumble sales, tractor parts and babysitting services. They were all gone now. The window was full of pictures of houses and properties for sale.

Mitch gave a little nod but he looked uncomfortable and shoved his hands in his pockets.

Would they ever be able to reminisce about their past here? Her largely happy memories made him restless, impatient. She slowed and stopped. Would he ever appreciate her experiences here or would it always be tainted by his sense of grievance?

‘Come on,’ Mitch said, breaking the spell. ‘I need caffeine.’

They sat by the window in the cafe that used to be the butcher’s shop. Mitch pulled his magazine out of his back pocket and dropped it on the table, sat down and draped an arm over the spare chair next to him, then gestured a waitress over with a flick of his eyebrows.

Now that they were sitting face to face Ruby’s mouth went dry. She filled their glasses with water and took a long drink. ‘So what else do you want to know about me?’

He smoothed the cover of the magazine and she saw that it was Rolling Stone. A crumpled Britney Spears in an American flag crop top and red satin trousers posed with her hands behind her head. Britney wants you! the headline read.

‘Well, you’ve got a PhD in community classes, but how come you dropped out of high school?’

She felt her cheeks flush. ‘I didn’t “drop out”. I left because it was the right thing to do.’ She sounded stiff, uptight.

He put both elbows on the table. ‘OK, so tell me about school.’

But she wanted to keep things on the right footing. How could she tell him about high school without sounding like she was blaming him?

She and Fiona had loved the idea of high school and they spent the whole summer before it started writing their names in careful script on colour-coded stickers for their book covers and parading past the mirror in their uniforms. Ruby was thrilled with the curly RVM in red thread that Pauline had embroidered on the labels, a reminder to never forget her middle name. ‘Fiona Ann Stanley!’ ‘Ruby Volkoff Mitchell!’ they saluted one another in front of the mirror. Then at night, with the photo of her mother with the flowers in her hair smiling at her, Ruby whispered it again, ‘I’m Ruby Volkoff Mitchell.’

At first she had enjoyed the way the bell divided the day into sections and subjects but she was dismayed by how each subject was a little box that was taught as if it didn’t overlap with any other one and how you were supposed to stick to the textbooks for your information. She added farting sheep and felled forests to an assignment on the history of the wool industry in Australia to show how bad sheep were for the environment but she got marked down for not sticking to the topic. It made her feel claustrophobic, as if they had put her mind in a box and shut it tight.

At the end of the second term parent–teacher interviews the Stanleys looked stunned at Fiona’s glowing reports and Ruby’s mediocre ones. Fiona surprised them all by falling in love with learning. She abandoned the wedding scrapbook she had been keeping since she was little and decided on a career in journalism. But Ruby had realised she would never fit in to high school.

She missed primary school. In grade six, when all the classes were combined because so many kids had moved away, she and Fiona were the big kids who helped the younger kids with their reading and maths and collected the brown paper bags for the lunch orders.

Mrs Thompson had an old-fashioned pencil sharpener clamped to the edge of her desk and Ruby’s favourite job was sharpening the class sets of Derwent pencils. She loved standing there turning the handle of the sharpener, feeling the pencil move in her hand, smelling the shavings as they curled and then fell into the little metal tray underneath. When she sat down the pencil was sharp and the shaft felt smooth in her fingers. She could draw anything with this pencil, feeling its oily smoothness as she moved it across the paper in wide and generous strokes. One day Mrs Thompson moved behind her chair. ‘You’ve got a real eye, you know,’ she said. ‘I can see we’ve got an artist here.’

Ruby had turned the words over and over in her head that day on the way home, and for a long time afterwards, savouring them the way she and Fiona did their Friday bag of mixed lollies, sucking slowly on milk bottles and nibbling at freckles, trying to make them last.

At high school all the gaps that Mrs Thompson had glossed over in primary school in favour of Ruby’s imagination were exposed. She knew all about Mayan culture and the moon landing and fractions and geometry and dinosaurs, and she knew all the lyrics to Dark Side of the Moon and all about whales, but she was expected to know about other things like electricity and geological change and chemistry and Australian history. The gaps in her knowledge were like missing building blocks, a shaky foundation that threatened to topple her over. Every day at school she discovered how much more she didn’t know and it seemed impossible she would ever catch up.

The waitress arrived with their coffees. When she’d gone Ruby said, ‘High school wasn’t what I expected.’ Instead of looking at Mitch she looked at the lacy shadow that the wrought-iron table threw on the floor. But then she realised that high school was everything he had warned her about. Would he be pleased to have his prediction confirmed? She wasn’t sure. ‘You hated school, didn’t you?’ All that talk about being chewed up and spat out.

‘I wasn’t that easy to teach,’ he said mildly. ‘If it had been a better school, things might have been different. But belting kids for not paying attention in class just makes things worse.’

She opened her mouth in surprise. ‘You were belted?’

Mitch just nodded and poured milk into his black coffee.

‘I don’t imagine Bombora High was a good school,’ Mitch said, taking a sip.

She shrugged. ‘I was never belted.’ She hadn’t even been given detention. She had drawn and doodled her way through the most boring classes and because she wasn’t rowdy and disruptive she got away with it. ‘Art was my favourite subject. We went to galleries and exhibitions. I loved that.’ She had a teacher who encouraged and praised her work. But it was like getting a passing glimpse of a green grove from a train that was flashing through a monochrome landscape. It wasn’t enough.

He nodded. ‘Still you could have stayed on, got yourself a qualification. You can’t be making much working for Neil. And very few artists make a living out of it.’

She swallowed hard. Hadn’t he always jeered at university graduates and called them privileged elitists? Or would he say she imagined him saying that too? ‘I left because I couldn’t expect Max and Pauline to keep supporting me, they were doing it tough enough—’

‘With a daughter at that exclusive boarding school?’ He gave an unfriendly laugh.

‘She won a scholarship. She worked hard for it.’ Her eyes prickled. ‘It took all the money they had. It was really hard on them.’

‘I sent money—’ he stopped and held his palms up at her. ‘We’re fighting again.’ He dropped his hands. He stared down at the magazine and then glanced back up at her. Behind his sunglasses, he was staring at her intently and she caught the movement of his eyelashes as he blinked. ‘Look, I get that this is hard. I come here with a new partner and a kid and you’re probably feeling left out.’

She picked up a stirring stick from the dish in the centre of the table and snapped it in half. ‘It’s hard not to feel left out when you’ve told Maeve things about my mother that you’ve never told me. I know absolutely nothing about her or her family. And you’ve never told me a thing about your family either.’

‘The Mitchells?’ He pulled a face. ‘OK.’ He thrust a hand up in front of his face. ‘Father,’ he grasped his thumb, ‘alcoholic who worked in a factory all his life and drank himself to death.’ He grasped the next finger. ‘Mother. Housewife. Knocked around by her husband. Too scared to leave the house.’ Another finger. ‘Brother. Hopeless druggie.’ He dropped his hands in his lap. ‘All dead. End of story.’

She flinched at the brutality of it. ‘That’s awful.’

He gave a grim smile and drank some coffee.

She imagined him a lonely kid staying out as late as he could, running with a group of friends, dreading going home to the violent father, his cowering mother. ‘It must have been terrible growing up like that.’

He shrugged, smoothed his hand over the cover of the magazine. ‘There’s no point dwelling on these things. You’ve got to move on.’

‘We were always moving on,’ she said. Her throat felt tight. Sadness surged through her. Had he wanted to give her a version of the childhood he’d dreamed of as a kid, one where every day was a new adventure?

‘Could have been worse. My brother and I could have been put into care.’ He fiddled with the zip of his hoodie, running it up and down and looking out the window to the street.

They were silent for a while. At the next table a woman was shushing a baby in a pram, jiggling the handle.

Ruby took a breath. ‘And the Volkoffs? What about Mum and her family?’ She felt as if she was diving off a cliff.

‘She died of cancer, you know that.’ He said it in a loud, flat voice. ‘You were six weeks old.’

The squeaking pram stopped and the woman turned her head.

Did he get angry when Maeve asked, she wondered. She didn’t think so. Maeve had talked breezily about Ruby’s mother’s expertise in Asian textiles, as if it was common knowledge, no big deal. She put her mug down carefully. ‘Why didn’t you ever want to talk about it?’

But it was as if she hadn’t spoken. He leaned towards her and said in a soft voice, ‘As for her family – the Volkoffs – they didn’t want anything to do with us. Best thing I ever did was keep you away from them.’ He threw himself back in the chair, looked out to the street again, the passing cars reflected in his sunglasses. ‘After she died they made it clear they never wanted to have anything to do with us.’ He turned back and looked at her.

Her tongue felt heavy and she stumbled over her words. ‘Why were they so horrible?’

He shrugged. ‘They hated us.’ He crumpled his napkin in his fist.

A terrible uncertainty came over her. He’d accused Pauline of terrible things. Was this story about her grandparents true? She took a breath. ‘But what about Mum? She didn’t hate us, did she? Why wouldn’t you ever talk to me about her?’

‘What was the point? You were too young to remember her. What was I supposed to do, conjure your mother up so you could mourn her?’

She gaped at him. What was the point? Then she remembered the thrum of the Kombi and how life with Mitch had been a continuous push forward, like being caught up in a current, with no time to look back, just the rush of moving from one experience to the next, looking for excitement, without reflection.

‘OK, so tell me about her.’ She put her mug down with a snap. The baby in the pram started crying again.

He was flicking his fingers at the waitress. Ruby had to concentrate to hear him over the wailing baby.

‘I don’t know why you’ve got this sudden interest in family.’ He jerked his wallet out of his pocket.

She felt a throb of irritation behind her eyes like a headache. ‘It’s not sudden. I’ve wanted to know for a long time.’

He pushed his cup away and leaned forward, keeping his voice low. ‘Why can’t you just get on with your life? Why can’t we just move on?’

‘You want to just start again, as if nothing happened?’ She felt like she was talking underwater.

‘Why not? Why rehash old stuff?’

She drank some coffee but didn’t taste it. Looked out at the passing parade of people, their different shapes and colours and sizes. ‘I have been getting on with my own life. But we can’t “move on” until I know more about Mum. It’s something I want – no, it’s something I need.’ She realised as she said it how true this was. She was missing something, some deep essential part of herself.

‘You’re never satisfied.’ He swept up his magazine, then anchored a twenty-dollar note under his cup. ‘I’ve got to pick up Maeve.’

She sat there and ordered another coffee, pretending she wasn’t churned up inside, smiling and nodding at passers-by she recognised, her mind a blank. Once she got herself under control and started breathing normally again she realised he had never delivered his apology.
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When Ruby got home after work she went straight to the cardboard boxes stacked in the corner of the bungalow, put there when she and Max had emptied the garage to turn it into her studio for her twenty-first birthday.

She opened the top box with a feeling of revulsion, her fingers gritty with dust. They were mostly full of junk from the years after she first moved in with the Stanleys when she had an obsession with collecting other people’s cast-offs, foraging at the tip, spending all her pocket money at trash and treasure markets and op shops, collecting novelty salt and pepper shakers, ceramic thimbles, old tobacco tins, grubby used sets of trading cards. She hated this reminder of her greediness, of a time in her life when nothing was enough. But she’d never thrown them out because jumbled inside the boxes were other things she did want to keep, things that made her smile. Her collection of souvenir beer coasters and movie ticket stubs, battered roller skates and the mix tapes she and Fiona had obsessively curated for elaborately choreographed dances. The hand-drawn games of ‘Snakes and Ladders’ she’d invented, adding quiz cards about celebrities, politics, history and sport that she and the Stanleys had played night after night by torchlight outside their tents on the scorched paddock. They got so absorbed in the game they forgot about the fire. She loved that feeling. There was something magic about being able to chase their sadness away, even if it didn’t last long.

In one box she found a photo of her and Fiona leaning against the bonnet of Pauline’s Mini. They’d been invited along to the fancy dress graduation party of the group they’d started high school with. Fiona was dressed as Wonder Woman. Ruby wore a white shirt, tie undone, black jacket slung over one shoulder. It was her Patti Smith phase. She refused to wear fancy dress. But when they arrived at the party everyone kept asking her who she was supposed to be. It had felt fitting really. No one at high school had ever really got her. Fiona had been practically mobbed at that party, people rushing over to her when they came in the front door, spilling paper cups of cheap wine and shrieking because getting into uni in Sydney was a big deal. She put the photo to one side. She’d get a copy for Fiona, an enlarged one.

Finally she found what she was looking for. Tucked inside the back cover of an old notebook was a newspaper clipping Pauline had shown her one spring night just a few months after Mitch’s postcard from Okinawa. When Ruby still jumped to answer the phone whenever it rang.

She’d been reluctant to stay behind at the house with Pauline because she wanted to go and feed the poddy lambs with Fiona and Max at a neighbour’s farm. She loved the way they snuggled in close with their woolly little faces, pulling and sucking on the bottle so hard she had to hold it with both hands. But Pauline asked her to stay home and help with some baking and she couldn’t say no.

Ruby sat at the kitchen table rolling out biscuit dough, cutting it into star shapes and putting the biscuits on a baking tray. Pauline had wiped her hands on her apron, put a tea towel over a bowl of dough she’d made and sat down at the table. She took the clipping from the pocket of her apron and smoothed it out on the table between them. The kitchen smelled of fresh paint and yeasty dough.

‘Look.’ Pauline pointed at the article. ‘It’s a story from the paper that my cousin Eunice came across about your grandparents, and there’s a photo of your mum.’

Volkoffs still going strong. The name had jumped out at her. She remembered how her heart had started to beat uncomfortably. In the photo a man and a woman stood stiffly posed in front of a ship. They each carried a suitcase and held the hands of a little girl in a belted woollen coat and beret who stood between them. The caption read: ‘Reuben and Esther Volkoff arrived in Melbourne from Russia with four-year-old daughter Nadia in 1948.’

Eunice had drawn an arrow from the photo to the margin of the page and written ‘Spitting image!’

She had felt breathless.

‘Eunice is right.’ Pauline had squeezed her shoulder. ‘Look how alike you and your mother are!’

Ruby gazed at the little girl, trying to see in her the smiling woman from the envelope of photos she kept in her wardrobe drawer. But the girl looked solemn, even unhappy. She squinted uncertainly at the camera, as if she was worried she had left something important behind. Is that what I look like, she remembered thinking. Unsure of myself, expecting trouble?

‘They had a hard life, your grandparents. But they came out here and started all over. It says their cafe is “a Melbourne institution”.’ Pauline looked at her and grinned. ‘Fancy that, eh?’

The words of the article wouldn’t keep still so it took her a long time to read, but there wasn’t anything more about her mother. The story seemed to be about businesses on the same street that had been established by migrants and how well they were doing.

Pauline got up from the table and put the kettle on then got the tea caddy down from the shelf. ‘What do you think?’ she said. ‘Would you like to write to them, love? I’m sure they’d love to hear from you.’

Ruby remembered rolling the dough into a ball and squeezing it between her fingers so it puffed out like little fat clouds. She would have loved to write to them. My grandparents, Reuben and Esther Volkoff, she said to herself, enjoying the sound of their names. She imagined writing and telling them all about herself and asking them all about her mother. She looked at the article again and then she saw Eunice had written beside the photo in capital letters, ‘JEWS’ and underlined it twice. Ruby wasn’t sure what Jews were but she’d heard it whispered and knew it was something bad, an insult. It gave her a guilty feeling.

‘I’m sure your dad wouldn’t mind,’ Pauline had said.

‘I don’t care.’ Ruby had been trying not to think about Mitch. But she couldn’t help imagining writing to tell him she was in touch with her grandparents. That they had invited her to come and visit. That she was going to catch a plane and fly to Melbourne. It felt scary or exciting, she couldn’t work out which. But then something nudged her memory, an uneasy feeling that her grandparents had something to do with the missing bit of the map of Australia, something to do with her and Mitch never going back to Melbourne.

But she couldn’t explain it to Pauline, who stood there with her hopeful, kind face.

She rubbed the dough off her hands and fingers and rolled it into a ball on the table, then picked up the rolling pin and squashed it flat. What if she wrote to them and they didn’t reply, or if she wrote to them and they wrote back saying they never wanted to hear from her again?

‘What do you think, love?’ Pauline had touched her hand.

Ruby picked up a ragged star from the baking tray and lay it on the flattened pastry, rolling over it with the pin until all the edges were blurred and it was invisible. She shrugged.

‘If it was me, I’d love to hear from my granddaughter,’ Pauline said, touching the edge of the clipping with one of her floury fingers, peering down at the photo.

But not everyone was like Pauline. She would never turn her granddaughter away. Ruby rolled the pastry so thin she could see the surface of the table through it. She glanced at the couple in the photo and noticed how unfriendly they looked. Stern and unsmiling, they gripped the hands of the little girl who looked uncertain and afraid.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to.’ She pushed the clipping away and shook her head.

‘OK,’ Pauline said slowly, drawing the word out like it was a question.

‘Anyway, they might be dead,’ Ruby said. She felt a release inside her at the thought.

Pauline folded the clipping. ‘OK, let’s leave it for now. No need to get upset, love. How about you put it somewhere safe, so it’s there if you change your mind.’

Why had she been so adamant, Ruby wondered now. Perhaps she had been worried that Pauline was pushing her away. But Pauline must have known that one day Ruby might change her mind. And she must have known this about herself too, otherwise why had she kept the clipping all these years?

*

Ruby could have cried with relief the next morning when she picked up the phone at work and heard Fiona’s voice. ‘Hang on,’ she said, pulling on her jacket and taking the handset outside. She sat on the top step. Even though the steps were cold and uncomfortable with steel ridges that pressed into her bum, she needed the fresh air to help her think.

‘How was it?’ Fiona asked excitedly. ‘I’ve been reading up on Maeve. God she’s performed with everyone – Prince, David Byrne, Nick Cave, everyone. Did she mention any of them? What did she say?’

Ruby stood up and walked down a few steps and then sat down again. It was an effort to think back to the night with Mitch and Maeve. ‘No. She didn’t talk about anyone but herself, and Mitch. Pretty egocentric, really.’

‘Goes with the territory,’ Fiona said. ‘Behind that razzle-dazzle exterior showbiz people are often jittering wrecks, in my vast experience of celebrities.’ Fiona laughed.

Ruby didn’t answer.

‘Rube? What’s happened?’ Fiona sounded worried.

‘It was Dad—’

‘Did he do something? What did he do?’

‘It’s just the way he is. He’s . . .’ She watched a man carry a folded stool and a bucket and a rod to the end of the jetty. She closed her eyes. She thought of the piles of Lego on the table, the glut of toys and books and DVDs strewn around the room, the trainset snaking around the furniture. He would have called that obscene in the past. ‘It’s like I don’t know him. I don’t recognise him anymore. I mean, in some ways he’s the same but in other ways he’s like a completely different person.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Like he seems to have made a bit of money but he acts like it’s no big deal. You should see the toys that Carlos has got, just piles and piles of stuff. He used to go on at me about the difference between want and need and how capitalism just created this empty cycle of greed, I don’t know – I know I sound like I’m jealous of Carlos but I’m not, the poor kid. I just don’t know where I am with Dad. You know he always had these fixed rules about how you should live in the world. Now it’s like he’s moved the goalposts or maybe he never really believed in them and I don’t know who he is anymore, I don’t know who I am anymore.’

Fiona whistled. ‘Wow, he must have really pissed you off. Last time we spoke you were so protective.’

Ruby groaned. ‘Oh, some things haven’t changed. You should have seen me at the community centre, showing off about all my classes and the whole time he was thinking that I was wasting my life and should have gone to uni. He looks at me as a bit of a failure, I think.’ She sucked in air then slumped forward with her elbows on her knees. The old man had reached the end of the jetty, unfolded the chair and begun to bait his line.

‘It’s made me question everything. Things he told me as a kid that I always took as gospel. What if he twisted things back then? What if they weren’t true?’

‘Like what?’

‘He always said he was giving me this gift taking me on the road, right? Like he was this great parent who was doing it all for my benefit. But what if he was just running away?’ This had come to her in the middle of the night. ‘And he always said honesty was a virtue and it didn’t matter how hurtful something you might say was, as long as you were telling the truth. So wasn’t it hypocritical that he wouldn’t tell me more about my mum?’

‘I guess so . . .’ Fiona sounded uncertain.

‘I’ve never tried to contact anyone in Mum’s family. I’ve always taken his word for it that the Volkoffs hated us.’

‘Oh, Rube.’ Fiona’s voice wobbled.

‘He implied that he was doing me a big favour cutting them out of our lives. But what if that’s just his version of events or some stupid grudge? How do I know if anything he said or implied about my mother’s family was true?’

‘Rube,’ Fiona sounded worried. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to go to Melbourne. Just because he hated the place doesn’t mean I have to. I’m going down to see things for myself.’

*

Max straightened up and said approvingly, ‘Melbourne!’

He’d just filled Banjo’s bowl and the dog was eating ravenously, pushing the bowl around the floor until it was jammed against a cupboard.

She’d decided not to tell Max the real reason she was going. She said she was going down there to do some guided tours and pick up some tips for the business.

She put the plate piled with toast in the middle of the table, then the bowl full of baked beans. ‘You’re gonna have to do without my gourmet meals for a few days.’

Max cleared the table, pushing the pile of newspapers onto the empty chair beside him. ‘You’ve been moping round here long enough.’ He rubbed his hands together and picked up a piece of toast. ‘You’ll visit the G of course. They do guided tours now.’ And without waiting for her to answer, ‘And the Vic Market, the Old Melbourne Gaol—’

‘I’m only going for a weekend.’ Ruby watched him tucking into the baked beans. If she’d known it was going to make him this happy she would have done it weeks ago.

He was jotting things down on the back of an envelope. ‘Don’t stint on accommodation. Stay somewhere central. It’ll save you money in the long run. You won’t have to pay for taxis.’

‘Taxis? Where am I going to be getting taxis?’ She tasted the baked beans, then added chilli sauce to the bowl, mixed it and took another mouthful.

‘You’ll be out late. There’s wonderful theatres down there. And restaurants. Clubs and dancing.’

Ruby laughed. ‘Can you see me going to clubs and restaurants? Anyway, how do you know so much about Melbourne?’

‘Got a soft spot for the place,’ he said, head down and chewing. He looked up at her and his eyes shone. ‘Went there on our honeymoon.’ His smile trembled, then steadied. ‘Good memories.’ He forked some beans onto his toast and chewed, looking at her ruminatively.

‘What?’

‘Do you good to have a holiday, let your hair down.’

‘You can talk.’ She picked up her plate and touched his shoulder as she passed. His hand flew up to hers, gripped it for a moment, then let it go.

*

She rang Stefan and left a message that the dental hygienist had to cancel their appointment. The next afternoon as she came back from the jetty carrying a mop and bucket, she saw Stefan standing by her car.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, glancing around. Neil was making his slow way up the stairs to the office, stopping every couple of steps to hitch up his pants and catch his breath.

He took a step forward, jutting his chin. ‘I’ve left Meredith.’

She put the bucket down. Meredith? It took her a second to realise he was talking about his wife. ‘Left Meredith?’ She felt a creeping sensation like an itch up her chest and neck. ‘Why?’

‘To be with you.’ He gave her a shy smile. ‘I couldn’t bear not seeing you and . . .’ He lifted his shoulders and dropped them again. ‘I want to be with you.’

She held onto the handle of the mop. ‘Oh.’ She recognised the flush as embarrassment for him.

‘You could look happier.’ He thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

‘I’m surprised, that’s all.’ She rubbed the back of her neck. Blindsided was more like it.

He put a hand out and touched her face. ‘I’ve never felt this way before. I couldn’t bear the idea of not seeing you.’

She forced a smile but it felt awful, more like a grimace. A flurry of shrieking gulls landed on the end of the jetty.

He blinked, then stared at her. ‘What is it? You don’t think I make a habit of this, do you? Sleeping around?’

‘Of course not.’ But she had no idea. They’d never discussed it. Or his wife, his home life. Like hers, it was out of bounds. But she had always assumed she wasn’t his only lover. But it didn’t matter. Their presence in the moment was what made their meetings so exciting. Of course he was bored with his marriage, why else would they have made that first date? But she didn’t expect him to act on it. She sucked in her breath, then blew it out again.

‘I did it for us.’ He leaned forward and brushed his lips against her mouth.

She took a step back, looked down at her feet, at her black sneakers spattered with bits of bait, soapy water, oil. ‘Us?’ She shook her head. ‘I wasn’t thinking about an us.’

‘Stop teasing.’ It was something he used to say in a joking way in their motel room, but now it was an entreaty. Then his face clenched. ‘Jesus.’ He stepped away, looked down at the ground.

‘I’m sorry, I’m just not . . .’ She held her hands palm up. She was sorry. She’d loved their afternoons. ‘I didn’t want this.’

‘You’re so fucking . . . cold.’ His voice was incredulous.

She glanced away. ‘I never said.’ A minivan drove into the carpark, some stragglers from the cruise moved towards it. She wanted to catch them up, jump inside the van and be driven away. ‘I’ve got to get back.’

The wind whipped his curls around his head and he flinched against it, staring at her for a moment before he turned and grabbed the handle of a wheelie bag behind him, the wheels snick-snicking as he strode away.
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It was after six by the time she got through the airport at Tullamarine. The place was buzzing with returning travellers and people racing home for the weekend. At the taxi rank, she pulled her thin coat tightly around her against an icy wind that made her eyes water.

Whizzing along the freeway in a taxi she felt all the illicit pleasure of wagging school. It was a thrill to leave responsibility behind, to experience that sense of adventure she used to feel whenever she and Mitch set off in the Kombi for somewhere new.

She expected Melbourne to look like the images she’d seen on TV travel shows – leafy boulevards, gliding trams, outdoor cafes in cobbled laneways. But the windscreen wipers squealed back and forth on the glass, showing glimpses of factories, car yards and boxy little houses jammed right up against the freeway. Then in the distance the towers of the city came into view, their lights twinkling through a shroud of grey mist, and they took a left turn off the freeway following signs to Brunswick along a road lined with elevated houses. She imagined people inside sitting in warm loungerooms with friends around them, holding glasses of wine, discussing poetry and art, the cars streaking past invisible behind the thick curtains drawn against the wintry gloom. She imagined herself sitting in a room like that, a fire burning in the grate, surrounded by people. Despite her efforts not to expect too much of the weekend, hope had been lurking and jumped her now with images of an excited family reunion, a frantic round of social visits and celebratory meals before tearful airport farewells with eager promises to return.

When they stopped Ruby gave the driver a five-dollar tip, not sure if it was enough, but he cheerily swung her bag out of the boot and followed her into the rectangle on stilts that she had chosen because it was the cheapest place to stay near Carlton, which she remembered as a kid telling anyone official was where they were from.

The lobby had a lino floor and three plastic chairs in a circle around a coffee table with a battered game of Scrabble on it. It smelled of fish and chips. The man behind the desk had no small talk and seemed eager to get back to the TV program that was blaring through the open door of the room behind him. But she was hungry for conversation.

‘Long trip,’ she said, stretching her arms up above her head.

He nodded, gave her a close-lipped smile and held out a laminated sheet of paper. He pointed at a flight of steps. ‘First on your right at the top of the stairs.’

She glanced down at the paper, reading the list of headings: breakfast, telephone, laundry. At the bottom of the page ‘no’ was written in large red capital letters. No visitors after 11 pm. No unregistered overnight guests. No drunkenness. No drug use. No pets. No parties.

It reminded her of the list Pauline had made them hang on the inside of the bungalow door. The rules were always made after the fact. Pauline started the list after she found a rumpled-looking Fiona and a boy from Year 10 alone in the bungalow one afternoon. No boys in bungalow. In an attempt to curb Fiona’s crazy social life and her habit of inviting five or six of her friends over to stay on weekends, when the bungalow thumped with music and voices. No sleepovers without prior approval. Hitchhiking was added after the Stanleys discovered that Ruby and Fiona had left a boring party and thumbed a ride home in the early hours of a Sunday morning with a Brisbane trucker. After that they had to call Max to be picked up from a party. It was always Max who answered the phone in the middle of the night. Their high school friends lived all over the district and sometimes it took Ruby and Fiona most of the day to travel to a party, taking trips on infrequent buses and long walks on country roads at the other end. But Max never complained about the long drives back in the early hours. Even when they breached their midnight curfew and it was a 2 am pick-up call. They’d wait on the road outside the party and Ruby always felt a flare of gratitude when she recognised the slowing headlights of Max’s ute, the way he ignored the smell of alcohol or cigarettes on their breath. Sometimes he’d stop at a service station and buy them hot chips on the way home.

Pauline had made them sign their full names under each rule to show their agreement. When Fiona went away to boarding school she added at the bottom in capital letters: NO RULES.

‘OK?’ the man behind the desk said impatiently and she realised he was expecting her to respond to the list. She nodded and he passed over her room key.

Her room smelled musty and stale as if it hadn’t been opened for a while. The light was in a paper shade that threw strange shadows. The walls were cream that darkened to caramel as they reached the ceiling and it took her a minute to realise that the caramel colour was nicotine. In the room next door, she heard a couple of men talking in low, growling voices then one yelled, ‘Ya cunt!’ and a door slammed. She heard running feet outside. She wished she’d followed Max’s advice on staying at a hotel in the centre of the city. She was angry that she was never able to enjoy spending money on herself. It was another belief she’d absorbed from Mitch, that somehow being poor, staying in cruddy accommodation, seeming indifferent about comfort or little luxuries, made you morally superior. Another thing he’d clearly ditched.

She propped open the window to let some fresh air in but the noise of the roaring traffic filled the room like an assault and she quickly closed it again. She lay on the bed and listened to the pounding of the rain, trying and failing to find a rhythm in the stops and starts of the passing cars and trams. She fell asleep and woke at 2 am to the sound of footsteps coming along the corridor, then a knocking on the door of the room next to hers, the murmur of the TV, harsh laughter, then footsteps leaving again. She pulled the blanket up around her ears.

She woke surprisingly refreshed in the morning, despite being kept awake by the stream of visitors to the room next door. When she left she was relieved to see that it was empty, the bed was stripped and the bald man from the lobby was pushing a grumbling vacuum cleaner back and forth across the carpet.

On Royal Parade, the elm trees glittered in the morning sun as she waited for one of the gliding trams to take her into the city. The chaotic and scary city of the night before had disappeared. No matter how many times she had been to Sydney she never got a sense of its geography, but here the city was laid out in a neat grid from top to bottom and left to right that was easy to memorise. She didn’t take the direct route but took a detour, changing trams at Flinders Street station so she could pass the National Gallery. On The Esplanade in St Kilda, the palm trees shivered in the wind and the scenic railway chuck-chucked up the incline behind the grinning mouth of Luna Park.

Ruby finally walked a few blocks to catch the Chapel Street tram. She’d pictured a quiet street with a church on top of a hill, but Chapel Street roared. Here the trams were the older ones with squealing and clanging bells, while cars stopped and surged beside them, tooting their horns, music booming through open windows. The street was lined with music shops, bridal shops, cake shops, handmade leather shoe shops, jewellery shops, cafes and bars. Old ladies with shopping jeeps, punks with pink mohawks, homeless people, blonde women with linked arms in skin-tight jeans and high heels, laden with expensive-looking shopping bags moved past in a constant stream.

The cafe was in one of the more down-at-heel blocks in between a shoe shop and a tattoo parlour. She felt a thrill looking up at Volkoff’s Coffee Lounge written in red letters on a white plastic sign hanging from the verandah above the shop. Smoke drifted up in clouds from a group of old men who sat talking and drinking coffee at a couple of plastic tables and chairs outside on the footpath.

Inside, the small space in front of the counter was crowded and noisy and smelled of coffee and sweets. An unsmiling man with long grey sideburns took orders, switching between English and what sounded like Polish. A younger man wrapped in a white apron sweated in front of a roaring coffee machine.

When it was her turn she was overwhelmed by the idea that any moment one of her grandparents might come out of the kitchen. She stood in front of the old-fashioned display case with its brass trim, staring at the rows of glistening cakes, the colours almost too bright under the lights, the lines of sponge and cream and frosting so perfect they looked like props. She read the labels – apple strudel, black forest cake, almond torte, dobosh torte, poppy seed roll, nevsky pirog – and randomly picked two kołaczki because the jam-filled biscuits looked less rich and complicated and because she could feel the people around her getting restless. The man took her money and thrust a number on a stick at her.

Beyond the counter and through the archway was a back room with fake wood panelling below flocked wallpaper that absorbed the light. The tables were crowded and she heard people speaking in different languages over the click of glasses and spoons in cups and the roar of the coffee machine. She got a table by the back corner and close to the kitchen. The far wall was lined with framed black-and-white photos of people sitting in the cafe in pairs and groups, leaning in and raising their glasses, but she was too far away to see which ones included her grandparents. Above the hatch to the kitchen was an old-fashioned looking sepia photograph of two girls standing outside the cafe. She stood up and went over to it. Despite their different heights and ages, each girl’s hair was in identical dark plaits. She sucked in a breath. Both girls had identical eyebrows, dark and straight, that met in the middle. A small brass plaque attached to the bottom right of the ornate gold frame read, L to R: Hannah and Nadia Volkoff, 1952.

Her heart felt like it was being squeezed. So her mother had a little sister. She turned to say something to someone, anyone, but the people around her were absorbed in their own conversations and the only person in the kitchen was an Asian woman in a hairnet with her hands in a sink full of soapy water.

She turned back to the photo. At first glance the girls were alike. Their colouring was the same: pale skin and long dark hair. Hannah, on the left, looked about five, and smiled obediently in a fixed way, as if following someone’s instructions. Nadia smiled with her lips parted, as if she’d been laughing while the photo was being taken, her head slightly tilted, one plait dangling longer than the other.

Ruby was transfixed, breathless. She wanted to grab the photo off the wall, shove it under her shirt then run away and find somewhere quiet to study it.

The man with the grey sideburns had arrived at her table and was unloading a small tray. She hurried over and sat down. ‘The Volkoffs, do they still run the place?’

He put a carafe of water down on the table with a snap and shook his head.

‘I’m family,’ she added.

‘Really,’ he said but not as a question and with a polite smile as if he really couldn’t care less. ‘Esther is in Glendale, the nursing home. Hannah is here Sundays.’ His tone was resentful as if he thought Hannah wasn’t pulling her weight. A shout of laughter went up from one of the tables and she missed what he said next, but he had tucked the tray under his arm and turned away.

Out on the street, someone bumped into her, said something and pushed past. It had started to rain, cars swished past, a record store blasted reggae music. Her grandmother was still alive and she had an aunt. If there was an aunt, were there cousins too?

She stopped at a phone box. It smelled of piss and she kept the door propped open with her foot while she looked under nursing homes in the Yellow Pages. There was Glendale, an address, a number. She gave them a call, asked for visiting hours and directions.

By the time she got off the tram again the downpour had stopped and puddles quivered in the sun. She hesitated on the other side of the street. The building was set back, long and low in yellow brick and large windows with venetian blinds. People came out of the building and walked the paths that edged the rose garden using wheeled walkers or on the arms of nurses or relatives. The memory of the last day at the hospital when she went to see Pauline flashed into her mind. Max had gone to collect Fiona from the airport and they’d arranged to meet Ruby in the hospital lobby, but she got stuck behind a council truck and by the time she got there they’d already gone into Pauline’s room without her. At the desk a nurse asked if she was family and when Ruby shook her head the nurse said that only close relatives were permitted to visit. Why hadn’t she been brave enough to insist? Instead she sat in her car like a coward. Then the hospital doors slid open and Max and Fiona walked slowly outside. Max had his arm around Fiona and she was weeping. Max stopped and took a hankie out of his pocket then gave it a little shake and dabbed at Fiona’s cheeks. It was such a private moment that Ruby stayed where she was. For the first time ever with the Stanleys she felt like an outsider.

She looked over at the nursing home, flinching at the memory. Did she have the right to describe herself as part of the Volkoff family, had she earned the right to visit? At Bombora Hospital she’d let herself be excluded. She would stand up to them here, get them to call her aunt, Hannah, if she had to. Aunt Hannah. She hugged the name to herself.

Inside, the entrance hall was a chilly blue and the linoleum squeaked underfoot. A scented candle on the front desk sent out invisible clouds of vanilla perfume. The receptionist was on the phone and didn’t interrupt the call but simply pushed the visitors’ book towards her and gestured for Ruby to sign it, then spun it round on the counter to see who Ruby was visiting and pointed towards the end of a long corridor. She almost laughed at how easy it was and hurried along the corridor, past a cafeteria, a bright yellow room lined with bookcases filled with puzzles and games, then into a carpeted hallway where her footsteps were muffled.

‘Hello!’ a hearty female voice called out as she passed one doorway. Ruby stopped. A woman in a pink uniform was helping an old man get up out of a chair and she kept one eye on him as she spoke. ‘All right, Stanley?’ But the old man didn’t answer. She turned back to Ruby. ‘I’m Juliette, the ward sister for this wing.’ She had a worn-looking face but it lit up when she smiled. ‘You all right, you know where you’re going?’ she asked hopefully.

‘I think so,’ Ruby said, ‘I’m going to see Mrs Volkoff.’

‘Lovely!’ Juliette clasped her hands. ‘She’s just down the hall in room twenty-eight.’

I’m her granddaughter, she wanted to say but she felt shy about saying it out loud.

Juliette beamed at her. ‘It’s so good for Esther to have visitors.’

‘Yes,’ the old man beside her wobbled unsteadily. ‘Esther.’

‘We love having visitors, don’t we, Stanley?’ She helped him grip the handles of his walker.

Stanley nodded and smiled, wagging his head from side to side.

‘I’ll be around if there’s anything you need,’ Juliette called and Ruby turned back and waved.

She took a breath and moved forward. Room twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven, then room twenty-eight.

She ran her fingers through her hair, tugged at her shirt, and then knocked. She waited what seemed a long time but there was no answer. She looked around, half expecting Mitch to come up behind her and say, What are you doing here? Aren’t I enough for you? She pushed the door with her fingers and it swung open.

The room smelled of fresh flowers and an old lady seated in a chair beside the bed looked up at her and smiled. Her brown hair was puffed up and rolled back into a soft chignon. She wore a yellow cotton housecoat and slippers. ‘Hello!’ she said and then looked back down into her lap where she twirled a piece of red wool around the pegs of a knitting nancy.

Ruby stopped, stabbed with disappointment. No matter how much she had tried not to build up her hopes, she had expected some flicker of instant recognition, that her grandmother’s intuition would kick in, and she would claim her. But the old lady’s gaze was vacant, as if Ruby was just another staff member.

Ruby’s palms began to sweat. ‘Esther?’ she said.

Esther looked up again and smiled at her. Her fingers moved slowly, winding the wool, pulling out another uneven red loop.

Ruby moved a chair to face her grandmother’s so that Esther could see her more clearly. ‘I’m Ruby.’

Esther frowned and glanced up at her, then yanked hard at the wool. Ruby could see bits of scalp showing under the teased-up hair and her arms protruded like sticks from the yellow sleeves of the housecoat.

‘I’m Nadia’s girl,’ she said loudly.

Esther gave the wool another yank. ‘Nadia.’ She spat the word out, showing large grey teeth.

Ruby flinched away from the old lady’s ugly smile. It was close in the room and the smell from the roses on the bedside table was cloying. She wanted to throw open a window.

She got up and went over to some framed photos on the wall. A young Esther, in a tight-waisted silk dress with a full skirt, leaned into a man who was moustached and dapper in a white suit. They were at a party, with streamers hanging behind them and balloons bobbing. Then the same couple – older, greying and stooped, but still smartly dressed – posed outside the cafe bearing their name. There were family portraits with a woman she assumed was her aunt, and her family, a rather stern-looking husband and three boys. And then a photo of her mother, in a bright floral dress, a red shawl around her shoulders, holding a baby. She recognised her own pointy face, eyes like sultanas in a bun. Ruby was surprised by how calmly she picked up the photo and carried it over to her grandmother.

She sat down and pointed at the photo. ‘I’m Ruby.’ Her voice sounded calm and clear. She willed Esther to acknowledge her. She wanted her grandmother to pull her close and tell her how much she’d been missed. ‘Nadia’s girl.’ She reached out and touched a knotty knuckle of Esther’s right hand.

Esther looked up at her sharply. Her eyes were deep brown, like Ruby’s, but the irises were rimmed with white. ‘Nadia,’ she said, frowning. Then more distressed, ‘Nadia.’ Her face scrunched up and she began to cry.

Ruby leaned forward and put her hand on Esther’s knee but it made no difference. Tears streamed down her face and she began to wail. Ruby hurried out into the corridor, looking around for the nurse she’d seen earlier. She heard her voice in the distance speaking slowly and loudly and followed the sound until she found her in a room halfway down the corridor, trying to coax an old lady out of the corner. The lady was hugging herself, looking terrified.

‘Everything OK?’ Juliette looked distracted.

‘Esther’s crying,’ Ruby said, ‘she’s very upset.’ For an awful moment, she thought she might start crying herself. She sucked in a deep breath.

‘Oh.’ Juliette looked relieved. ‘Look.’ Her voice was kind. ‘I don’t know how much you know about Alzheimer’s.’ She patted the arm of the old lady who still cowered in the corner and lowered her voice. ‘But the strangest things can frighten them. Sometimes there’s no knowing what’s triggered it. Just give her the doll, it’ll be there somewhere. She’ll be right. I’ll be along when I can.’ The old lady had lowered her arms and blinked, looking around her as if she’d just woken up from a sleep.

‘All right then, Margie?’ Juliette’s soothing voice followed Ruby out into the hallway.

She hurried back to Esther’s room and saw the doll on top of the chest of drawers against the far wall. Esther continued to cry, her mouth hung open and tears dripped from her chin onto her bony chest. The doll had a floppy body and was dressed in a blue sleeping suit. Its eyes opened when Ruby picked it up. Behind the doll was a framed photo of her mother in a mortar board and graduation gown, flanked by her parents, the three of them standing in front of a mullioned window, a sandstone building. Nadia had the same animated expression as she had in the cafe photo, as if she was hungry for something, as if it was an effort to contain her spirits, even momentarily. She had locked eyes with whoever was taking the photo and was laughing. Ruby’s grandparents’ faces glowed with pride.

She picked up the doll and sat down opposite Esther. The old woman’s face quivered and she reached for the doll. But Ruby held it out of reach and leaned in. ‘I’m your granddaughter, Ruby,’ she said loudly. But Esther was only looking at the doll, reaching out, making little mewing noises.

She hadn’t believed Mitch when he said her grandparents had hated her. She knew plenty of people in Whalers Bay with grandchildren who longed for the school holidays, people like Mel who couldn’t wait to see her grandkids who lived in Brisbane, showing them how to milk the cows and look after the horses on the farm. No matter how long it had been or how acrimonious it had been in the past, she’d been sure that when she met her grandparents an instantaneous pilot light of love would flare between them.

But looking at the weeping old lady with her blank stare, crying pathetically for the doll, what she hadn’t expected was that she would feel no connection. Or that what she would feel was a kind of pleasure in keeping something her grandmother so desperately wanted out of her reach. She leaned over and guiltily dropped the doll in Esther’s lap. Esther’s crumpled anxious face instantly smoothed out and she murmured and crooned to the doll in a language Ruby didn’t understand. This is my grandmother, she said to herself. She kept waiting to feel something other than this empty aimless feeling. But nothing came.

‘Can I help you?’ an unfriendly voice said.

Ruby jumped. A woman with an unflatteringly blunt bob, too black and severe, that accentuated the lines of her face was staring at her. Her oblong dress was the colour of aubergine.

Ruby stood up. ‘I’m here to see my grandmother.’ She felt a hot flush creep up her neck. How long had the woman been there, watching?

The woman swept in, thrusting a large woven bag onto Ruby’s chair and sitting down in the only other empty chair. ‘I’m sorry but it’s unnerving finding a stranger in your mother’s room.’ She flicked an imaginary piece of cotton off her elegantly crumpled dress then smoothed it over her knees. ‘So you’re Ruby?’ She didn’t look at her. She leaned over and touched the old lady’s arm. ‘Hi Mum,’ she said loudly to the old lady whose head was bent over the doll she cradled in her arms.

Blood rushed to Ruby’s face and she stepped away from the circle of chairs. Her face burned at the Hollywood style reunion she’d imagined, the open arms and joyful hugs and weeping. She felt like a fool.

The woman looked at her properly for the first time. ‘I’m your aunt, Hannah.’ She picked her bag up off the chair and rummaged round inside it, flashing long orange nails. The bag was purple and aqua woven straw studded with tiny white shells. Ruby imagined some poor woman had stitched them on by hand as she sat cross-legged in a dim hut with no running water. Hannah flourished a packet of Polo mints and put the bag back on the seat. She peeled back the foil and held it out to her mother. The old lady took two and popped them into her mouth with a sly look.

‘I didn’t know about you,’ Ruby said. ‘Until today I didn’t even know I had an aunt.’

‘Well, life’s full of little surprises,’ her aunt said as if she was talking about discovering dog shit on the bottom of her shoe.

Esther crunched the mint between her teeth like a dog crushing a bone.

Ruby stood there, feeling sick. ‘Are you – so you’re younger than my mum?’

‘She was five years older.’ Her aunt gave a little toss of her head but her hair was like a helmet and didn’t move. ‘Your mother would be fifty-six this year,’ she said it with a smug, unfriendly smile. Then she leaned over and stroked her mother’s hand. ‘You’ve upset her. She only reaches for the doll when she’s really agitated. What did you say to her?’

‘Nothing.’ Ruby felt like a naughty child. ‘I just told her who I was.’ The hostility came off the woman in waves. A dark feeling bloomed in Ruby’s chest. Her aunt was looking at her the same way that Stefan had. That grimace of disgust on his face as if he had seen her for the first time. As if he had recognised that there was something terribly wrong with her.

‘As if that wouldn’t stir her up,’ her aunt said sarcastically.

Out the window Ruby could see a carer in a pink tabard walking protectively beside an old man, darting closer and holding his elbow so that he could lean into a rose bush and put his nose into the crimson petals.

She turned back to the two women. ‘I didn’t mean to upset her. I didn’t mean to upset anybody.’ The room seemed very hot.

‘Well, what did you expect?’ Her aunt closed the bag with a loud zip and shoved it back on the empty chair. ‘You show up after,’ her fingers twitched as she counted, ‘twenty-seven years—’

‘I’m twenty-six, actually.’ Ruby tried for polite but it came out sullen.

‘Well, I’d just say that’s a bit late, wouldn’t you?’ Her aunt pressed her lips together as if there was no more to be said.

Outside nothing had changed. She got on the tram and couldn’t believe that things were going on as if everything was the same. Three young girls in school blazers with tennis rackets poking out of their backpacks sat opposite her and sucked at musk sticks, pink-lipped and sniggering. She stared out the window, streets and shops flashed by but she had lost her bearings. She was far from the grid of the city and she looked for landmarks, anything to show she was not completely lost. Finally the tram screeched around the corner and she glimpsed the palm trees of St Kilda beach and saw the open lips and bared teeth of Luna Park laughing at her.
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She got off the tram way too soon, at the CBD edge of Carlton instead of the Brunswick end, not that she wanted to go back to her motel anyway. She walked with her head down into the wind, past the gold domed Exhibition buildings then along the tourist end of Lygon Street where spruikers tried to coax her into Italian restaurants. She was hungry but she couldn’t bear the idea of sitting down, of being still.

When she finally got to Royal Parade it was getting dark. She had made no plans other than booking the flight and the motel. She had kept the weekend free for longed-for celebrations and get-togethers with her new family. Now it was Saturday night and the idea of returning to the cold motel room with its shady characters and air of menace filled her with a queasy dread.

A pub opposite the university was pumping out The White Stripes’ ‘Stop Breaking Down’ and she crossed the street, drawn by the raw energy of the beat. She needed a drink, to be surrounded by people. A sign chalked on a little blackboard hanging on the door by a piece of string said, MU Student Union, Private Function, but she ignored it and pushed the door open. The roar of voices and music broke over her like a wave. She made her way to the bar, pushing through a crowd of people wearing silly hats – pirate hats, leprechaun hats, Where’s Wally beanies. It felt good to be immersed in noise and surrounded by people having a good time.

A group of drunk Korean girls wearing sombreros, who said they were accounting students, pulled her into their circle, shouting their names at her. She nodded at each face, no chance of hearing or remembering their names, but it didn’t matter, the girls had their arms around each other, laughing and swaying and singing along to ‘Sledgehammer’. She felt glad to be part of the circle, to be welcomed by strangers who raised their glasses to her as if she was one of them.

Food came round, trays of spinach triangles and mounds of falafels swayed by and she ate. Then a joint came past and she took a few deep puffs, passed it along and then it was Prince and ‘1999’ and she was caught up in a surge of people heading towards the centre of the room and the smoothness of the dancefloor, the music so loud that she felt it pounding in her chest. Pirates, Vikings and cowboys spun around her and all the desolation and judgement of the afternoon slipped away as she danced and spun, dipping her knees, dropping one shoulder then the other. Someone shoved an English bobby’s hat on her head and a cheer went up and she laughed. I can be anything, I can be anyone, she thought, feeling the thrilling possibility of her future unfurling as she spun and shimmied.

*

In the morning she sat on the staircase outside her motel room with a cup of coffee in her hands, hunched against the cold, taking a grim pleasure in the hangover that made her head feel too big for her neck. She had staggered up the stairs the night before feeling elated, filled with a sense of invincibility and newfound resolve before she’d crashed out on the bed. But she’d woken this morning with the awful memory of the visit to the nursing home vivid in her mind. Every time she thought about it she felt a fresh sting of humiliation and then a dull anger that made her stomach churn.

She couldn’t bear that Mitch had been right about the Volkoffs. Or that she had been fobbed off. What had happened to her resolve? Why hadn’t she swept her aunt’s obscene bag off the chair and taken a seat, daring her aunt to challenge her right to be there?

The coffee wasn’t making her feel any better and she went and stood under the shower, letting the hot water flow over her, the water washing down the drain like the money she had wasted on this trip. She turned off the taps and rubbed herself down with a gritty towel. Her face was a blur in the foggy mirror. When she was in her fifties would she look anything like her aunt? She shuddered. But if her aunt could ride roughshod over her feelings why couldn’t she just do the same? Fiona always said she was too sensitive, that she took things too personally when she got upset about not being picked for a team or when a party invitation arrived that didn’t include her. Fiona would have laughed off Hannah’s insulting behaviour.

Fiona was right that Ruby was too alert. And each rejection was made more painful because it confirmed her own deep belief. She was the girl whose father abandoned her, and never came back. She felt the realisation like a jab in the ribs, and took a moment to catch her breath in the steamy air. Then she rubbed at the mirror until her face emerged: sharp-edged, determined.

*

The cafe was closed when she got there. A sign on the door said it opened at nine but she had no idea what time it was. She put her hands up against the window and peered through. A light was on in the back. She walked down the street past closed shops and bars and cafes and around the block. A laneway ran parallel to Chapel Street and she walked along it, avoiding the greasy puddles and rubbish bins and mossy cobblestones, slowing when she saw a van with Volkoff’s written on the side.

Her aunt was helping a man pull huge trays of cakes and biscuits out of the van’s open back doors.

‘You’re back!’ her aunt said, not unkindly, passing the tray to the man and wiping her hands on a white apron that covered a frilly white blouse. Then, as if she didn’t know what to do with her hands, she held one out, gesturing for Ruby to follow her. She walked ahead with little mincing steps in spiky gold heels, the bare skin below her white capri pants flashing. They headed along a little alleyway beside the building then up a concrete step and into the cafe’s kitchen.

Ruby followed her through to where the man was sliding the trays and clattering around inside a walk-in fridge. He turned and looked at them curiously as they passed.

‘My niece!’ Hannah called back to him. ‘Turned up after years away!’ She said to Ruby over her shoulder, ‘That’s Yiannis, we get all our stuff baked in Thomastown now, haven’t done it ourselves for years.’ She bustled into the restaurant, upending two chairs at a large table in the corner of the back room. ‘Sit.’

Ruby sat down, unnerved by the change in her aunt’s mood. She wondered for a moment if the woman was unhinged.

Hannah didn’t sit. She stood with both hands gripping the back of her chair. ‘You have to understand – my parents were hard people. If someone acted nice towards them they always looked for the catch. If a friend invited me to a sleepover it was because their family wanted a discount on catering for a family party or function. As for boyfriends – well . . .’ She lifted her hands off the chair then dropped them again and shook her head. ‘I swore I’d never end up like that. Then yesterday when I walked into Mum’s room and saw you, I don’t know what came over me.’ Her eyes glittered. She lifted her hands and clapped them, then turned and went behind the counter, and came back with a tray with coffee, water, glasses, biscuits. ‘Have something,’ Hannah said. ‘You look terrible. You look like me. I hardly slept last night.’ She filled their glasses with water.

Ruby felt woolly-headed as if she was still stoned. ‘So yesterday, why did you think I was there?’

Hannah gave her head a little shake, and looked down at the table. ‘It’s awful but the staff say it happens all the time. A long-lost relative shows up, starts sniffing around.’

‘A gold-digger?’ Ruby laughed, finding the idea genuinely funny.

Hannah looked at her uncertainly, then smiled. ‘I’m sorry.’ She pushed the plate of biscuits at her and Ruby took one.

‘I didn’t know about you until yesterday.’ Ruby nodded her head at the sepia photo on the wall and took a bite of the puffy little almond biscuit, the icing sugar powdery on her tongue.

‘Huh,’ Hannah said. ‘You came here?’

‘Dad never talked much about the family, or my mum.’ She felt protective of Mitch suddenly, remembering her aunt’s stony face the day before. ‘It was hard for him,’ she added.

‘He’s still alive?’ Hannah asked and looked relieved when Ruby nodded. Hannah added hot water to her coffee with her pinkie extended like she was presiding at a tea party. ‘That would have been even worse, wouldn’t it?’ she said. ‘Bad enough that I practically ordered you out yesterday. But what sort of woman throws out her orphaned niece?’

‘On her own in a strange city,’ Ruby added.

‘In the pouring rain.’ Hannah smiled.

They were quiet for a moment, smiling tentatively at one another.

Ruby took out the newspaper clipping and slid it between the cups and plates on the table. She had trimmed off Eunice’s comment about Jews.

Hannah leaned forward and smiled. ‘Huh. They look stunned, don’t they? They said when the ship docked and they disembarked they couldn’t get used to the quiet. They’d lived for years in the crowded camps. Then on the boat there were people everywhere, jammed into tiny cabins and sleeping up on the deck, and there was the constant sound of voices and shouting and, of course, the noise of the engines. As soon as everyone got off the ship they were scattered across the country. My parents were sent to Geelong where the streets were so quiet and empty that they couldn’t sleep at night.’ She shook her head. ‘As if it was living in a peaceful suburb that kept them awake at night.’ She gave a hard laugh. ‘But that’s what they said.’

‘Then they moved here?’ Ruby asked, trying to imagine her mother in this place.

‘As soon as they had saved enough money, yes.’ Hannah gazed out the window where a tram rumbled past, rattling the windows, then she turned back and brightened. ‘But you want to hear about your mum. She was good to me. Our parents worked seven days a week. At first in factories and, later, here.’ She swept a hand at the room. ‘From the moment I was old enough for school Nadia was expected to look after me. Our parents were gone before we woke up in the morning and she would get me ready for school, make my lunch, pack my bag, we would walk together to school and then do the same thing at the end of the day. She could never stay behind, or go to a friend’s place, there was always me to look after. But she never complained.’ Hannah poured more water into their glasses and took a sip. ‘My parents had their hearts set on Nadia being a doctor or a lawyer. She was clever and hard-working enough.’ She gave Ruby an appraising look. ‘You are clever, too, I can tell. But she was one of those people who do what they want. She wouldn’t be defined by other people. She was creative, she had an artist’s eye. But she liked the good things in life too much to choose the life of an artist. She became an academic, an art historian. And my parents let her. I think it was because she had been part of the worst part of their life, she was born during the war.’ She broke a biscuit on her plate and picked up a morsel then rolled it between her fingers, shredding it into crumbs. ‘Me, on the other hand. They didn’t expect me to be a failure but they had no great hopes for me. They expected me to be a good wife and mother, to marry a doctor or a lawyer and eventually take over the business.’ She wiped her fingers on her napkin. ‘And I did.’ She gave another hard little laugh and dipped her head. Ruby saw a thin line of grey running down her centre part like the white markings on a road. ‘I was married at twenty and I had three children under five by the time your mother got pregnant with you. I didn’t drive and I was stuck out in the suburbs with no one for company all day. My parents were busy with this place and my husband . . .’ She shook her head. ‘I was stuck out there trying to be a good little housewife and hating it, and your mum had this big old mudbrick place out at Kangaroo Ground where she had lots of parties and she mixed in a very arty scene with potters and painters and musicians. But she still rang me every week, wanting to hear stories about what the children were up to, how I was doing. She doted on my boys. She sent them little drawings of the horses or the goats on the farm next door and she was always inviting us to come and stay. But I never did.’

Ruby recognised her mother in this story, it showed the woman she’d always imagined and she wanted to hold on to it, for Hannah to pause, but she was talking again about how trapped she had felt out in the suburbs with no one but small children for company.

Ruby took a biscuit frosted with icing sugar and bit into it, impatient with the way her aunt was making herself the centre of the story. She wanted her to stop and linger on Nadia as the devoted aunt, or fast forward to talk about how her mother and Mitch were together, how they met, and all those details about her birth and her mother’s illness she was so hungry for. Would she ever be able to hear stories about her mother that weren’t coloured by a person’s need to portray themselves in a particular way? She gulped down the rest of the biscuit and took another one and tuned back in to what her aunt was saying.

‘Our parents were horrified when she told us that she was pregnant and had no intention of marrying your father. But they had lost everyone in the war, their parents, their siblings, their whole families. And Nadia was born in the middle of that. She was their hope, their joy. They could never say no to her. They soon got over it.’

Ruby felt the biscuit go down the wrong way, and she coughed and took a gulp of water. Had Mitch ever said they’d been married? Or had her fantasies of their wedding been conjured from the photo of her mother with the white flowers in her hair?

‘One day when she was about seven months pregnant she rang me and asked if she could come and have lunch with me. I’ll never forget that day.’ Hannah’s voice shook and she took a long drink of water. ‘She had stopped at a fancy French deli on the way and bought a picnic, a quiche and salads and cupcakes for the children and chocolate and strawberries but it was too much, it was so extravagant, but that was the way she was with money.’ She puckered her lips and smoothed a menu flat on the table. ‘There was so much food. The table was covered with it but she ate hardly anything. After lunch, she asked me if it was normal to feel so tired, to have to sleep in the middle of the day when you were pregnant. She said she’d mentioned it to her doctor and he said it was normal but she wanted a second opinion. She asked me if I’d go with her to a new doctor.’

Hannah rummaged in her bag and pulled out a packet of cigarettes. ‘Filthy habit, I know.’ She bent her head and clicked a lighter. She blew a stream of smoke at the ceiling then stared at the glowing tip of the cigarette.

‘I never did a thing about it.’ She flicked ash onto her saucer. ‘I remember thinking, why should I? She had lots of friends who had way more time than me. Of course it’s tiring being pregnant, and she should try it with two other kids under five. It was so typical of her, I thought, so entitled. I cleared the table after she left, dumping that expensive quiche and the little cakes and all the rest of it in the bin and feeling, I don’t know, exhilarated. I bundled the kids up and took them to the park and ran around full pelt with them until it was almost dark. They couldn’t believe it, I’d never done that with them before. I loved them all that day, even my already bored and boring husband.’ She looked at Ruby’s face. ‘And then you were born and they told her things were very bad for her.’ She butted her cigarette out. ‘Not that I knew at the time, she kept it to herself. But when I walked into the hospital room just after you were born, she was so pleased to see me – God!’ She put her hands over her face. ‘She asked me for help and I did nothing about it.’ Hannah drew a shuddering breath. ‘Then you turn up after all this time and I did the same, I turned my back on you. God, I feel so ashamed!’ She put a fist up to her mouth.

Ruby felt like reaching over and taking one of the cigarettes, anything for the chance to stop and think, to draw breath.

‘Boss.’ Yiannis stood in the archway. ‘You want me to open up?’

Hannah looked at him with a flash of annoyance, the hard mask descended. ‘Of course,’ she said irritably.

‘It’s just . . .’ Yiannis indicated the tables covered in upended chairs. Outside a crowd of well-dressed families gathered on the footpath.

‘Just open up and let me worry about that, OK?’ she replied sharply, then stood up.

She began moving quickly from table to table, upending chairs and setting them down again. Ruby got up and started lifting down chairs too and Hannah smiled at her and nodded. It hit her then that perhaps this was something her mother had done, and she turned to ask Hannah but she’d disappeared into the kitchen. She came back with a tray of little plastic caddies shaped like boats and full of napkins and packets of salt and pepper, which she put in the centre of each table. Just as they finished Yiannis unlocked the front door and the wind gusted in with a burst of voices, greetings, laughter as people crowded inside.

‘They come in after Mass,’ Hannah said, standing and waving at someone in the shop.

Ruby sat down at their table again, willing Hannah to join her.

‘But my dad must have known she was ill?’ Ruby wanted to get her on track again but Hannah looked distracted.

‘I don’t think anyone knew the full extent of it. She kept it to herself.’

The knob of gobbled biscuits felt like a brick in her chest.

Why would her mother keep cancer a secret? She had a sudden image of Pauline, propped up on a mound of pillows, objecting when Ruby beat her at Uno again. ‘The least you could do is let a sick woman win!’ She tried to imagine Pauline snibbing her bedroom door closed and shutting herself away but all she could think of was how the radio on Pauline’s bedside table was always playing 1970s soft rock, and how Max brought in an extra couple of chairs for the constant parade of visitors. Naomi sat by the side of the bed painting Pauline’s nails shell pink and gossiping about the old men in the nursing home who tried to make a pass at her when she was giving them a shave. Mel bustled in and out with vivid green smoothies made from wheat grass, urging Pauline to drink. And Fiona spun around in front of the dressing table mirror, modelling the headdresses and turbans that Pauline had made to disguise her thinning hair. And all the while Pauline humming along to ‘Lyin’ Eyes’ or ‘Hotel California’.

Hannah sat down again. ‘But, look, don’t take it from me. I’m not sure, I didn’t really know your dad. I only met him at the service and by then things weren’t friendly.’

Ruby felt deflated. ‘But Mum must have told you about him, how they met, that sort of thing?’

Hannah looked at her strangely. ‘I think it was . . .’ She paused and looked away as if she was searching for the right words. ‘She was very good at keeping the different parts of her life separate. And she and I weren’t that close by then. Our lives were so different. My parents were very traditional, very religious, I think she got used to keeping things from us. As for what she told your dad, what would I know? Look,’ Hannah cast a worried glance at her. ‘You should talk to him about it.’

Through the window she saw leaves tumble along the street and a gust of wind blew through the open cafe door. Goose bumps prickled on Ruby’s neck where her scarf had slipped. The back room seemed dingy and dark. She wanted to be in the sun, on the beach at Whalers Bay, away from this story.

That morning when she first woke up in the motel she had decided to spend the day at the NGV. The yearning came over her now, as irresistible as a yawn. She didn’t have to do this. She could leave right now. She could abandon this fractured, awful story. But Hannah was looking at her, her face frozen in a hopeful smile, waiting for absolution, kindness. Ruby nodded at her as if to say, Go ahead. Underneath the table she knotted her fingers together so hard it hurt.

‘My parents were absolutely devastated. After someone dies, especially someone young, you all go a bit crazy. You start looking for reasons, things to pin it on. You make up stories so that things will make more sense. You look for cause and effect. But it was even worse for them because they tortured themselves with why she hadn’t told them she was feeling ill. Why she had not confided in them. But they’d never been able to be angry with Nadia. So they blamed your father. In their minds, if she hadn’t become pregnant the doctors would have detected the cancer earlier and she wouldn’t have died.’ She looked at Ruby sadly. ‘It sounds crazy. And it was so far from the truth – my parents turned Nadia into a victim and she wasn’t. She had a mind of her own. She was as hard as them in some ways, as unsentimental.’

Hannah got up and went into the kitchen. She brought back a stack of printed menus that she began folding into thirds, the diamonds of her rings flashing. Volkoff’s was written in cursive across the top, a picture of a fat chef in a puffy hat and checked trousers with a big moustache holding a tray above one shoulder. We cater.

Ruby watched the ropy blue veins on her aunt’s hands stretch and contract under the smooth skin as she folded the satiny paper and stacked the menus in a neat pile. People were milling around them, carrying numbers on sticks, children skipped ahead to tables, voices called and laughed.

Hannah leaned closer. ‘I couldn’t cope with my parents’ pain. Even though the story they concocted about Nadia wasn’t true it helped to have someone to blame.’ She traced the edge of a menu with a long orange nail. ‘And I fanned the flames. It was easier to blame your father for everything than to admit that we had let Nadia down.’ She put a finger to her lip. ‘We were just . . .’ Her voice was muffled. ‘We were – we were just crazy.’

An ancient feeling bubbled up inside of Ruby, an instinctive protectiveness towards Mitch. ‘Dad said none of you wanted anything to do with us.’

Hannah reached over to touch Ruby’s hand.

She tried not to flinch.

‘We hardly knew him. No one expected him to disappear with you.’ Her eyes glittered. ‘My parents were brokenhearted after he left. It wasn’t as if we didn’t look for you. My parents went half mad with grief when your father left with you. They spent a long time looking. They always believed he would bring you back.’

But the heat in her chest felt righteous, good. She couldn’t let it go. ‘He said you hated us.’

Hannah sucked in a breath. ‘We were furious with your father, like I told you. But with time it would have blown over. We would have found a way to be together. But we never got the chance.’

The restaurant had filled up with families and there was a queue at the counter. She saw people pointing at the display case, kids playing chasey between the tables, steam rising from cups of coffee. But the sound was turned down, there was no colour. She was like a ghost, able to see but not join in. She felt a yawning emptiness inside her.

A little girl in a frilly dress ran past, squealing, chased by an older boy who was waving a plastic sword. Hannah said something sharply to them in Polish and they slunk away.

Hannah gave Ruby a sideways glance.

‘What?’ Ruby stared back.

Hannah nodded. ‘You are like your mum. Tracking us down, not being put off.’ She shook out another cigarette and clicked her lighter. ‘Although you don’t have her style.’ She smiled through a cloud of smoke and tweaked at the wrist of Ruby’s flannel shirt, then touched her wrist. ‘It’s so good you came.’

Outside on the street Hannah didn’t want to let her go. They hugged on Chapel Street and Ruby smelled her aunt’s heavy perfume, and felt under the expensive outfit the thin frame of her body, like a bag of bones.
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At Melbourne airport she passed a Japanese tour group clustered around their guide, holding stuffed koalas and kangaroos, boomerangs, didgeridoos. The shops on the concourse were full of passengers stopping to buy gifts for their loved ones. She was shocked to realise she hadn’t bought a single souvenir. In the newsagency next to the departure gate she paid too much for a fridge magnet with a picture of the MCG and a tea towel printed with trams for Max but she didn’t buy anything for herself. There were some things about this weekend that she’d rather forget.

The plane took off, pushing her hard against her seat like a rag doll. Out of the window Melbourne rotated away and they flew over the northern outskirts of the city, over grassy paddocks and bushy hills. Down there somewhere was her mother’s house in Kangaroo Ground.

Beside her a large man pulled the airline magazine out and began flipping through its pages, pausing to read, then moving on. Stories help us understand the world, her aunt had said. You make up stories to explain terrible things, she had said. Ruby’s grandparents’ story of Nadia as a victim had brought them comfort. And Mitch’s story of the heroic father giving his daughter the experience of a lifetime had been just as selfserving. Her own version – the fairy tale romance cut short by tragedy – was just as much a consolation. The plane’s wing tipped and they were immersed in cloud. None of the different versions was true to her mother. But attempting to capture the truth of who her mother was, was like trying to catch smoke. Perhaps the only story that got near to the truth was her own. But what was her story? She didn’t want it to be one about how she had been like a pawn in a battle of wills among the adults who surrounded her, or of a girl who had lived a life shaped by her father’s vulnerabilities and warped outlook on life or by his abandonment. But how did you make your story your own? Was that what her mother had been trying to do in going ahead with her pregnancy without the need for Mitch? The drinks trolley rattled along the aisle and she waited impatiently with an urgent need for wine.

She woke as the plane was landing, a sour taste in her mouth and the remnants of a dream nagging at her.

As she walked through arrivals a crowd waited on the other side of the barrier, eagerly scanning the faces of newly arrived passengers, rushing forward, arms outstretched. She looked away, overcome by a hungry, desolate feeling. Then she heard her name and there was Max holding his hand up in the air as if he was bidding at an auction. He’d had his hair cut and was cleanshaven.

‘I didn’t expect you to pick me up!’ She fizzed with pleasure.

‘Airport bus is a rip-off,’ he said. ‘Anyway, I was down this way. Business to attend to.’

‘Yeah, right.’ She laughed.

He picked up her bag and swung it. ‘What did I tell you? Wonderful city or what? Did you get what you wanted?’ he said.

Did she get what she wanted? She had found out painful truths about her parents and had to swap the romanticised version of her mother she’d believed in all these years for someone different, someone more complicated and elusive. She had met an aunt who she still wasn’t sure she even liked, despite their last-minute promises on the footpath about sending photos, emails, phone calls. But the Volkoffs had longed for her, had yearned to find her. She fell into step beside Max and hooked her arm through his. ‘I made a start.’

He glanced down at her with surprise, then squeezed her arm with his.

Outside, they passed the queues of teenagers with backpacks and boards waiting for shuttle buses to Byron. ‘Just saw your dad’s friend being dropped off,’ Max said. ‘Maeve, isn’t it?’

Ruby slowed. ‘Just Maeve? What about the boy, or Mitch?’

‘No sign of them,’ Max said, popping open the boot and putting her bag inside. ‘She was in a cab. Driver took ages to unload her luggage.’

When they were almost home and he turned off the made road and they began climbing the hill, the sky behind it streaked with pink, he cleared his throat and glanced at her. ‘That business I mentioned I was in town for? I sold the Mini.’

A little puff of air escaped her mouth. ‘Oh.’

Up ahead she could see the car was gone, a patch of flattened grass on the spot where it had been parked for the past few months.

‘Started like a dream,’ Max went on, casting little glances at her as he pulled into the driveway.

‘Hope you got a good price for it.’ Ruby kept her voice steady. ‘She loved that car.’

‘Her pride and joy,’ he said, a throb in his voice. ‘Thought it might be easier to do it while you were away.’

She couldn’t speak. Her chin trembled. She had no light-hearted comeback, no words to break the sadness of the moment. She touched his hand on the steering wheel.

Max switched off the engine. Banjo came round the corner of the house, his whole body wagging.

‘Ah,’ Max said, ‘behold the vicious guard dog.’

*

The next day after work Ruby switched the lamp on after Neil and Janine left so the light shone directly on the back wall. Outside the waves bumped against the sand and a full moon rose over the water. She looked around again, marvelling at how quickly it had all come together. The shelves opposite the counter were crowded with stubby holders and keyrings, books and DVDs, the hoodies hung from hangers on the wall, the TV screen showed a frozen image of a whale breaching. The vertical flags stood by the door, ready to be put out on the road for opening day.

She turned back to the painting. At first she had planned a series of panels on the life of the whale, starting with the moment the raspberry line of blood rippled across the surface of the water behind the mother and the newborn swam to the surface for its first breath. Then to the moment its dead body sank to the ocean floor where it would host all sorts of new life. But in the end she decided to keep it simple and capture a crucial moment in a young whale’s life.

The painting was a bird’s-eye view of an aqua expanse of water. In the bottom of the frame, the greyish smudge of a sleeping calf drifted on the surface, beside the larger shape of its mother. In the distance, far beyond the sleeping calf, a shimmering spray suggested an approaching pod of humpbacks. She worried at the calf, trying to capture in the shape and movement its peaceful obliviousness, the drowsy rhythm of the warm water, like rocking in a womb, in the moments before it wakes to a new understanding of the world.

Everything she read made much of the mother–calf relationship, describing the males as peripheral – inseminators interested in mating but not available for the long haul of fatherhood. But for the abandoned calf they were a lifeline. The males were the singers, the battle-scarred bodyguards who taught the calf what it needed to avoid danger and survive. She painted a ripple spreading from the pod, the soundwaves beginning, travelling for miles underwater, the song of a male whale coaxing, cajoling, beckoning the sleeping calf to come to safety.

She tried to contain her creeping excitement.

*

It was just light and the air was crisp and cold when Ruby left the bungalow the next morning. She had found a note under her door when she got back late the night before. You’d better ring my daughter, Max had written. She called four times. Made me promise to buy you a mobile phone! But she wasn’t ready to talk to Fiona yet, she had to clear her head, she had to see Mitch first.

She rode Melba into town and at the new jetty they took the path down to the beach. But Melba was reluctant, feet sinking unevenly in the wet sand. They couldn’t get a rhythm. She slid off the horse’s back and walked ahead, holding the reins, the frothing waves blowing spray over them. The air was cool but the sun was warm on her skin.

They took the track up to the headland then she mounted Melba again and they trotted along the coastal path. Riding had always soothed her. She slowed down and considered this surprising thought, remembering the fierce sizzle of anger and disappointment and longing that often ran through her as a kid, the exhausted calm after a long ride. She patted Melba’s neck, grateful for her silent support.

They stopped on top of the headland, and she squinted out to sea, annoyed that she’d left her binoculars behind. Was that a movement against the horizon, the flick of a tail? A plume of mist shooting upwards? It was impossible to tell.

She had been putting off seeing Mitch since their upsetting encounter at the cafe, not sure how to approach him or what she wanted to say. And her visit to Melbourne had made it even more complicated. But she couldn’t keep avoiding him. The centre opening on the weekend was a good excuse, a family-friendly event with activities for the kids, as well as food and music for the adults. She would drop off an invitation.

She turned Melba round and they took the path down again and trotted up the middle of the main street, which was empty and quiet, the quick clip of Melba’s hooves the only sound. On the dirt road to the Simpson place, they passed a paddock where a group of cows watched, ears flicking. Then up into the hills, past the vineyards and the hobby farms, she spurred Melba into a gallop, and the horse responded with a spurt of energy to the top of the last hill.

She rode up to the gate, dismounted and tied Melba to the fence. She could hear Carlos’s voice, something between a howl and a laugh, a long drawn-out ‘Ooowaa’ over a boinging sound. She went down the side of the house to the back lawn. The trampoline was sky blue, the size of a small swimming pool. Carlos had his eyes squeezed shut and his mouth open in an O of laughter that ended in a squeal each time his feet bounced back on the blue surface.

‘Carlos!’ she waved. She wanted to join him, throwing herself upwards to the sky to feel a sense of pure joy.

The boy looked at her from his momentary position in the sky, then looked down at his feet as he landed, then bounced upward again. ‘Ooowaaaa,’ he shrieked. Birds flew up in a flurry from the bush and his voice echoed across the paddocks.

‘Carlos!’ she said again, more loudly this time. He didn’t look at her, but clamped his hands hard against his ears.

He reminded her of Mitch, tuning out things he didn’t want to hear. What would he say about her visit to meet the Volkoffs? Would he even listen to what she had to say? Carlos bounced back up again, arms reaching, mouth open, laughing at the sky.

She knocked at the glass door at the back but there was no answer so she slid it open and stepped inside. She called hello but there was still no answer. The shower was running and she moved around the kitchen, putting the kettle on and setting out three mugs as if she did it every day. The room was still strewn with toys but the kitchen was tidier, the benches clear and plates were drying in the dishrack.

The shower stopped and Mitch came into the kitchen, a towel tied around his waist. The skin on his chest was dark brown and lined, like a crumpled paper bag. His wet hair hung limp, stuck to his neck.

‘What are you doing here?’ He shoved his palms under his hair and flicked it upwards, sending drops of water flying.

‘Good morning to you too.’ A sudden bubble of happiness expanded in her chest that he was not going to burst.

She pointed at the mugs. ‘Coffee?’

He nodded.

‘Will Maeve want one?’

‘She’s in Sydney,’ he said sullenly. ‘Got a meeting with her manager. Sorting out contract stuff.’

But Maeve had been away for nearly a week, hadn’t she? Ruby didn’t say anything, just busied herself pretending to look around the kitchen even though she could see the canisters on the benchtop. ‘Where’s the coffee?’

He pointed at the canisters. ‘Help yourself. None for me.’

Outside Carlos gave another shriek.

She turned at the noise. ‘What’s wrong with him?’

‘Nothing’s wrong with him,’ Mitch said sharply.

‘I mean, he sounds upset.’

‘He’s not upset. He’s expressing himself, his independence, it’s a healthy thing.’ Mitch stalked into the hallway.

‘Well I’m glad you say that because I’ve been down to Melbourne since I saw you last.’

He called back over his shoulder as he walked along the hallway. ‘I know. I ran into Max at the pub.’

She followed the imprint of his wet feet along the floorboards, trailing her hand along the wall. ‘Don’t you want to know what I did?’

‘I can guess!’ he called through the bedroom door. ‘You tracked down the Volkoffs. They tried to turn you against me. Then they tried to buy you off.’

The door opened suddenly and he stepped out, barefoot in a pair of board shorts and an aqua hoodie, almost bumping into her. She stepped back. For a moment he looked like the old Mitch.

‘I don’t want to hear what they had to say about me or your mother.’ He yanked up the zip of the hoodie and walked back into the kitchen. ‘That fuckin’ family treated us like shit.’ She followed him and sat down at the table, pushing a mug of coffee towards him. But he wouldn’t sit down. He stood at the window watching Carlos bouncing on the trampoline.

Ruby turned her mug in a slow circle, feeling like she was groping her way along a treacherous passage in the dark. ‘How did you meet, how long were you and Mum together?’ When he didn’t answer she said, ‘Dad?’

He turned then, his face ugly with anger. ‘Didn’t they tell you all this?’

She shrugged. ‘I wanted to hear it from you.’

‘They didn’t have a clue about us; they didn’t have a clue about her.’ He sat down and picked up a piece of train track then turned it over and over in his hands. Finally he said, ‘I met her at St Andrews, at the market there. I was living in Torquay but I used to go up there when I went to Melbourne and crash with friends. There was always something happening, lots of parties, it was a great scene.’ He stopped and pain flashed across his face. ‘Jesus, why do you want to know all this anyway?’ He put the piece of track down with a click.

‘I told you.’

He gave an awkward shrug. ‘We were together, on and off, for – I don’t know, maybe six months.’

‘On and off?’

‘You see? You’re going to get all judgemental, I knew it.’

She took a deep breath, blew air out her nose. ‘I won’t, go on.’

He got up and began picking up pieces of the track, breaking them apart and putting them on the table. ‘We saw each other when I went to Melbourne. She was funny, intense, smart. We had fun.’ He put the pieces on the table. ‘I hadn’t seen her for a while and then one day I ran into her at the market and she was standoffish, cool. We sat on the verandah at the pub and she laid it all out. Getting pregnant wasn’t what she’d planned but she’d decided career-wise there was no better time, she might not get the chance again, she had a good support network and a close friend who was a midwife. She was very logical, she’d worked it all out, all the pros and cons. But she wasn’t inviting me to be involved. She didn’t want anything from me.’

‘How did you feel about that?’

He looked at her quickly, then away. ‘Relieved.’ He jutted his chin. ‘She was very businesslike about it. There were no hard feelings. I was glad for her.’

‘Then what happened?’

He gave a deep shrug. ‘We lost touch. She stopped going to parties, started living the clean life, no more late nights, no more smoking or drinking. I didn’t see her until after you were born. I heard she’d had some complications so I went to visit.’

‘And you wanted to see me.’ Her smile felt almost painful. The idea that he wasn’t there when she was born made her feel forlorn.

‘I was curious.’ He got up and stood facing her with his back to the window. With the light behind him it was hard to see his face. ‘She lived in this big old place in the bush on a bend of the river. It was beautiful. The front door was always open, it was that sort of place, neighbours and friends always dropping in. But the house was empty that day and she was in bed asleep, you both were. She looked tiny in that big bed. She looked terrible. She woke up and when I asked her how she was feeling she said she was much better, she didn’t tell me what was wrong with her but she said she was going to some healing centre and doing all kinds of meditation and stuff, but she was in complete denial. I’d had a job mowing lawns at a palliative care centre as a kid so I’d seen plenty of people dying and she had that same look.’ He lifted his shoulders in a slow shrug. ‘But that only came to me later. At the time I just hoped she was right. But when I got a call saying she’d died a few weeks afterwards I wasn’t surprised. I was very sad but I wasn’t surprised.’ He turned away and it was as if his voice was coming from a great distance. ‘I went straight to her house. Her friends had lain her body in the loungeroom and people had lit candles. They had Astral Weeks playing because she loved Van Morrison. They were putting out food and drinks in the kitchen then Nadia’s parents arrived. No one knew who they were at first. They seemed stunned when they first came in and then Nadia’s mother started wailing and she staggered into the kitchen and when she saw us all there she started smashing things. People were trying to stop her and get hold of her and the father was shouting, telling everyone to get out and there was glass smashing and people crying and screaming and threatening to call the cops. I went into her bedroom and there you were in a little basket blinking up at me. I didn’t think about it, I just wrapped you up and carried you out. I bumped into one of Nadia’s friends on the way out, she knew I was your father. The next time I saw Nadia’s family was at the memorial service.’

The hairs prickled along her arms. She felt like wailing herself. ‘Why didn’t you tell me any of this?’

‘Because you’re a fuckin’ dreamer, that’s why. Always looking for the happy ending. And I wasn’t going to lie to you.’

They were silent. The springs of the trampoline boinged and pinged.

‘She was gutsy,’ Ruby said, thinking of her mother refusing to give up on life.

He sat down opposite her. ‘You’re gutsy too.’ He picked at the edge of the table with his fingernail, giving her a sideways look. ‘You can stand up for yourself.’

‘Ha! What happened to me being easily brainwashed?’ She hugged her arms to herself. She recalled him plunging ahead of her through the waves, her tethered to his ankle, floating along behind him in a rubber ring. His happiness had always depended on her bobbing along in his wake.

‘Did you even want to be a dad?’

He turned back to her with a faraway look. ‘No, not at first. But I stepped up, didn’t I?’ His eyes were red. ‘I had to be your mother and your father all rolled into one.’

‘You could have asked Mum’s family for help.’ She rushed on. ‘They said they were heartbroken when we left.’

‘They hated us,’ he said dully. ‘You should have seen the way they looked at us. Nadia did a good job breaking free from that family. They would have taught you to hate me.’ He stood up again and went to the window. ‘I couldn’t bear the idea of that.’

‘I wouldn’t have,’ she said but he wasn’t listening again.

‘They would have used money against me. They would have dragged me through the courts and won. They would have felt like they owned you.’ He gave a hard laugh. ‘It’s funny now that it’s me who’s got more money than he knows what to do with.’

‘Hannah said they spent ages looking for us.’

‘For you, you mean.’

‘For both of us.’ She pushed her mug away, irritated by the note of self-pity in his voice. ‘They missed out on getting to know both of us.’ She sat back. ‘But they never forgot us. They lashed out and later they were so sorry. Hannah wants to make it up to us, Dad, both of us.’

‘I brought you up the best way I could,’ his voice was thick.

She stood up and moved beside him. She reached out and touched his hand. She could feel the dryness of his skin, the knobby ridge of his knuckles and she let her fingers rest there, thinking that if he’d had loving parents how different his life would have been. How different her life might have been. Outside Carlos shouted something long and unintelligible and Mitch cocked his head.

‘Fuckadoodledoo!’ Carlos shouted and they both grimaced, then laughed. ‘Fuckadoodledoo!’ he yelled again.

Mitch slid open the back door. ‘Oi! Enough of that!’ Carlos giggled and then went quiet. Mitch slid the door closed and went along the hallway. He came back with a hairbrush and sat at the table brushing his hair, patting it every now and again with a handtowel. Droplets of water pocked his hoodie. ‘If you need money, to do whatever, I don’t know, replace that bomb you’re driving, buy a place, whatever, you only have to ask.’

‘You’ve got that much?’ She laughed. ‘I’ll start a list.’

‘Those bloody lists.’ He grinned. ‘Did we ever buy a single thing?’

‘It’s not too late.’ She picked up one of Carlos’s coloured pencils and pretended to lick it.

‘Knock yourself out.’ Mitch smiled.

She looked around the kitchen and the loungeroom. That list had been a catalogue of wishes, of things they wanted to own but knew they never would. Now Mitch had it all. But what did stuff matter if you’d lost someone you loved?

They both turned to look out the window. Carlos was splayed out on the trampoline, bouncing gently on his back, looking up at the sky.

Mitch was fiddling with a model train, flipping the doors open and closed. ‘Look, I’ve fucked things up, I know that. It’s why I’m here with Maeve, why we’re working on things together. I want to fix all this . . .’ he flung his hand out. ‘I haven’t had a chance to tell her yet but I’ve extended the lease on this place indefinitely. We’re staying put.’

She watched as he stood up and shoved the back door open. Carlos was bouncing again and his squeals filled the room.

In the yard, Mitch had lifted Carlos off the trampoline, and had him on his hip, stroking the hair off his forehead and out of his eyes. Carlos’s skin was as brown as Mitch’s. She stood at the back door watching them. They could be father and son. Mitch nuzzled the boy’s neck and Carlos laughed, then said something in his absurd rumble and pointed up at the sky. Mitch nodded and they turned away from her and looked together to where the boy was pointing, to a lone bird flapping overhead towards the sea.

The sun was in her eyes. In the glare, and through the lashes of half-opened eyes, they looked like one figure, a manchild, child-man, looking upwards, transfixed by the bird.
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It felt good to put on her new uniform with its embroidered logo of the whale’s tail emerging from the waves. And she couldn’t wait to see Fiona, who was coming to town for the opening. But when she got to work a front of grey clouds had moved in and they were forecasting rain.

Naomi was already there in a sparkly tracksuit, overseeing other people setting up the tent and the portable barbeque, urn and waffle maker that they’d borrowed from the community centre. Max was helping set up Mel’s petting zoo, carrying a fat sheep from the back of the ute and penning it inside the little enclosure while Mel unloaded the rabbits. Neil was upstairs in the office.

She didn’t go into the centre, Janine was in charge of that, and besides if she went in there she knew she’d just want to stop and look at her painting. The tables had been set up inside the tent, which flapped loudly in the rising wind, the plastic crackling. Bronwyn had arrived, wheeling a whiteboard for the historical display of Whalers Bay which she set up outside the centre but the wind picked up and tore at the photos and Bronwyn and a group of kids went chasing after them, shrieking as the photos flipped along the beach. Watching Max and Mel struggle against the wind to get the fence up around the animals, Bronwyn running and stamping on runaway photos, Naomi throwing her arms around trying to make herself heard over the crackling plastic of the tent, Ruby thought of grief as being like one of the elements, and how you have to struggle to right yourself. You had to learn to get by. And they were getting by.

But then Janine interrupted, frantic because the power kept going off in the centre, cutting off the lights and the cash register and freezing the whale footage they had on a loop. With the wind rising and the grey clouds getting darker, the day felt like it was going to be a bust.

In the middle of all of this, Fiona arrived, curls crammed under a green beanie, triumphantly leading a TV crew. Ruby wanted to throw her arms around Fiona and tell her everything about the Volkoffs, but Neil – who was generally unflappable – looked like he was going to have a panic attack from all the attention. Ruby sent Janine to take him for a walk around the block to calm him down, waved to Fiona while the TV crew set up around her, then finally tracked the electricity problem to a faulty waffle maker.

Somehow it all came together. People started streaming in, the wind settled down, flags fluttered, the sun shone, the mayor arrived, the ribbon was cut. Best of all, people seemed to be taken by her painting and the TV crew posed Neil, looking shy and proud, shaking the mayor’s hand in front of it while Fiona talked to the camera about the rejuvenation of the town as a tourism and cultural hub. Ruby lingered in the shop afterwards, eavesdropping on people commenting on the painting, hoping for compliments. Taking art seriously instead of pretending that she didn’t care was exhilarating.

Ruby lagged behind as Neil marshalled the noisy group across the road to the pub where he’d booked a private room and a DJ. She turned her face up to the sky and had the strange feeling that the day was an ending rather than a beginning. Then Fiona was back, tugging at her arm. ‘Come on, Rube, we’ve got so much to catch up on!’

*

The next morning the breeze gusted along the beach, throwing up stinging eddies of sand that nipped at her bare legs. Ruby pulled her windcheater off and tied it round her waist. Her arms and back were sore from standing so long in front of the painting but thinking about it thrilled her. She was still buzzing from the launch and the afterparty, where she and Fiona had drunk too much and danced and then stayed up most of the night talking.

The sun bounced off the water and made her tired eyes ache but she didn’t care. Gulls screamed overhead, dipping down into the waves, then swooped upwards again, whirling in circles that made her dizzy.

She put her head down and walked along the beach, into the wind.

Further along, the wind dropped and she saw a small figure leaning over a yellow bucket.

‘Carlos!’ His fringe had been cut and she was surprised when he looked directly into her face. She looked around. Mitch was wading away from them out into the surf with his board under his arm.

She sat down a little distance from the boy and watched as he mounded wet sand into hills and scraped out valleys with his trowel, as if mimicking the bulldozers on the point. The tide was coming in but it wasn’t until the water washed over his feet that he noticed, picked up his bucket and spade and moved further up the beach to the edge of the large circle that Mitch had drawn around him in the sand, and began all over again.

Out on the water, Mitch wrestled with his board, with the waves. Ruby hoped that he’d heard the news from Maeve herself instead of seeing her on the cover of Who Weekly on the footpath outside the newsagent’s. Under the headline New contract, new life, New York, Maeve stood on a red carpet in a tight black beaded dress laughing into the face of a man in a tuxedo who leaned towards her, their heads almost touching. Surely he had guessed she wasn’t coming back?

Occasionally he caught a wave and came gliding in towards them but if he’d seen her, he gave no sign. Carlos hummed to himself, a strange out of tune song that she couldn’t recognise, as he scooped and piled while the waves bumped and hissed against the sand.

She remembered sitting on the beach, playing inside the circle that Mitch had drawn on the sand. You are not to leave the circle, he had said, leaning towards her, temporarily blocking out the sun. Do you understand? She would watch as he waded into the water, then paddled so far out that he was just a dot on the waves. Her heart always lifted when he caught a wave and rode it in, and the hope rose in her that this was the last one, that he’d stand up in the shallows and walk out of the water towards her. But after a long time passed she stopped watching, stopped hoping. She had picked up a stick and begun making squiggly lines in the sand – comforting herself with drawing, making up a story about the waves, a seagull and the seaweed sloshing like long hair in the water. Pictures with stories to cheer herself up and pass the time because it seemed to take forever before he finally came back to her. What had he been thinking, to leave her alone like that?

She’d spent so much of her life following his rules and waiting for him, caught between longing and dread. And it had held her back. But now the spell was broken. She had an inkling of freedom, a life liberated from his approval. She didn’t have to be here, living this life. She could walk away. She could up sticks, start somewhere new. Take up Mitch’s offer of money. Move to a city. Melbourne, even. Study art. Be someone else. Or she could stay put. She didn’t have to move on. She had the freedom to choose.

She watched Carlos, totally absorbed in the shapes he made in the sand and the progress of his toy cars over the hills and valleys he’d created. He hummed tunelessly as he played. She recognised his total absorption, the way that, although all his efforts were eventually washed away, he moved further up to a drier part of the sand and was happy to start all over again.

She stood up when she saw Mitch splashing through the shallows towards them. If she walked away now, would he come after her?

‘You didn’t come to the opening?’ she called to him.

He turned and swept his arm at the water. ‘Have you seen this swell?’

She felt a tug at her trousers.

‘Chips,’ Carlos said, gazing up at her worriedly with his small brown eyes. ‘Chips,’ he said anxiously.

Mitch nodded at her, dropped the board and picked up his towel in one smooth movement, shrugging his arms out of the wetsuit. ‘Yes, mate,’ he said, passing the towel quickly round his shoulders. ‘We’ll go and get some chips.’ He’d stopped shaving, and the stubble on his face was white. The black arms of the wetsuit hung from his waist.

‘You shouldn’t leave him alone like that,’ Ruby said. It was back, that flash of intense anger that made her cheeks burn.

Mitch shrugged. ‘You were fine, weren’t you, mate?’ He ruffled Carlos’s hair, but Carlos held on to the leg of her jeans with a fierce expression on his face.

‘He’s only little. You can’t expect him to look after himself.’ She clenched her fists.

‘Carlos wasn’t on his own though, was he?’ Mitch shrugged. ‘You came along.’ He grinned in a way that looked more like a grimace and pulled on a blue windcheater. ‘Someone always comes along.’ He pulled his wet hair out from the neck of the windcheater and gave it a shake.

‘Bad people can come along,’ she snapped back. She touched Carlos’s head, the dark hair as smooth as a cap. She thought of all the good people who’d come along for her – Fiona, Pauline and Max, Cameron, Neil, Mel, Bronwyn, Naomi. She stared at Mitch. A large wave crashed on the beach, came running and hissing up the sand. He stepped back. But she didn’t move and the water swirled over her shoes, wet the bottom of her jeans. She had a family here, in Whalers Bay. She always had.

When she was a kid Mitch had prepared her for all sorts of natural disasters. If it was a windy night he’d tell her to imagine it was a hurricane blowing up outside, that she was alone and it was heading her way, picking up fences and flipping them like matchsticks, cows flying through the air. Hurricanes, tsunamis, earthquakes – he said these hypothetical crises were to prepare her for real life.

He took her through scenarios where she was alone and cut off, coached her on how to protect herself, how to keep her emotions in check, how to survive. But that was his way of living, not hers. After the bushfire the Stanleys showed her that it was how you handled the aftermath of a disaster that counted. After the devastation of the fires people had rallied, offering help and comfort. Life wasn’t just about self-preservation, it was about compassion and empathy. Trust. Love.

Carlos watched the water swirling over her feet intently then looked up at her and pulled at the leg of her jeans. She took his hand.

Mitch stood watching, rubbing the towel over his hair, gold hoop earrings flashing like a pirate’s. He bent down and picked up Carlos. Carlos whispered something in Mitch’s ear. ‘Fish and chips?’ Mitch said. He moved the boy onto his hip so that Carlos and Ruby were face to face. ‘He wants you to have fish and chips with us, don’t you, mate?’

Was it her imagination or did his voice wobble? He stared at her with bloodshot eyes, his hair hanging in wet strips that dripped water down the front of his windcheater. He look deranged. Old.

‘I want to talk,’ she said calmly, forcing her voice to stay even, to not rise up shrilly when she spoke. ‘About Mum, I want to know about all her friends, that midwife you mentioned, her colleagues and about your family too. I want to know everything.’

He batted the air with his hand as if driving her words away. ‘Yeah, yeah,’ he said.

She waited as he scooped up his board and hung his towel around the boy’s neck. If he walked away now, she would not follow him.

Mitch started walking up the beach, the board under one arm, the boy on his other hip. Then he stopped and put the boy down. He turned. ‘OK,’ he said, taking hold of Carlos’s hand. He shook his head, his wet hair flicked water. ‘OK.’

The water pulled at her feet as the waves came in but she moved forward, her feet squelching in the wet sand. Mitch turned and kept going, and she followed him in parallel, making her own way across the beach.
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Sample Book Club Questions

1.Mitch certainly wouldn’t win a Father of the Year Award, but what qualities and skills do you think he gave Ruby?

2.Is it better to lie or avoid the truth entirely?

3.What do you think was Ruby’s most troubling experience?

4.Where would you go if you were living out of a Kombi? And where wouldn’t you go?

5.Why do you think the Stanleys took Ruby in? Are they relics of another time?

6.At the end of the novel, what do you think Ruby will do next?

7.Were you surprised by the changes in Mitch in part two? Why?

8.Who was your favourite character and why?

9.A major theme in the novel is grief. Do you think the way the text explores grief is universal or uniquely Australian?

10.Ruby’s love of horses and whales persists from childhood to her adult life. Why do you think she gravitates towards these creatures?
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