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CHAPTER ONE

Perth, 1 June 2018

‘Winter?’

‘It’s Winnie.’ I am the only one in the waiting room, along with a bubbling fish tank and a low table piled with Inside Outs and Gourmet Travellers.

‘I’m Marlena,’ she says, with emphasis on I’m, as if there are half-a-dozen of her to choose from. She is shorter than me by a head (although I am not tall), wearing a long dress the colour of chicken soup. Her bracelets clatter when she extends an arm. ‘Enjoying it?’ She waves a pair of reading glasses wrapped in her spare hand towards the book in mine: The Bell Jar.

I nod, though I’m not, and let it fall into my bag without bothering to replace my finger with a fold of corner.

‘Come on in.’ She holds the door open and closes it behind us.

It is a large office. Bright, with its corner windows looking out over the Swan River, the lump of Raffles on its south bank and the Darling Range beyond. A desk, a couch, a coffee table between two easy chairs. The couch looks soft. The chairs are leather. Anything interesting enough to warrant attention is small enough to need approaching: a tiny blackwood carving of the Hindu god Ganesh; a framed postage stamp—the Bunyip of Berkeley’s Creek with a speech bubble blowing from his forehead: What am I? ‘My sister sent me that,’ she tells me, but that is all. There is no when or why or from where, though there must be a story behind it. There are stories behind everything.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ She indicates her own rose-covered cup and saucer. There is no hurry, she is letting me know.

I thank her, but: ‘No, thank you.’

‘Take a seat.’

I take the chair that will become my usual, perching on its edge which is scaley from the backs of knees. In the weeks to come I will relax into it, slip off my shoes and tuck my feet up beneath me, but not today. Not yet.

Marlena takes the second chair, crosses her legs and waits for me to settle.

‘So, what have you been up to?’ she asks. This morning, she means, but for a moment I cannot swallow.

‘I gave Monkey a bath,’ I tell her. ‘He’s our dog,’ to save her wondering, and there is a pause where she might insert the name and type of her own pet but doesn’t.

‘Is there anything you’d like to talk about?’ she asks instead.

‘Not really.’ (I do not really want to talk to her at all.)

‘Okay then’—she claps her hands—‘let’s play a game.’

There is a black file on the table between us, and she leans in to open it. ‘Just for fun,’ she says, knowing other games are played for other things. It’s not a test, she promises, but I know it is. Ink blot test, I will google later, hoping for the answers (hoping for some indication of how I’ve done). ‘Just to break the ice,’ she says, but it serves more to show that ice is there, and I know ice to be slippery and hard on teeth.

‘Squirrels,’ I offer for the first picture.

‘Lyrebird,’ for the second. I saw a documentary once with David Attenborough. Clever mimics, they weave all sorts of sounds into their mating calls: falling rain, swaying branches, even stockwhips.

‘Bat,’ I give her for the next picture. Anyone can see it is a butterfly, but the butterflies I know are brightly coloured, and the spatter on the page is widow black.

‘Wombat,’ I tell her.

‘Reindeer.’

‘Brachiosaur.’

This last one snags a memory, and her eyes shoot up to meet mine, as if she knows something of it.

‘They’re all animals,’ she observes.

I thought that was the game. What else would they be? ‘When we were little, my brother and I used to find shapes in the clouds,’ I tell her. It is a game everyone has played. I thought we all saw the same things (elephants and dragons, mostly).

‘What were you like?’ Marlena asks. As a little girl, she means.

‘Small for my age,’ I tell her. ‘Short, skinny, I had really big teeth.’ I bite my bottom lip and curl the top one out of the way to show her just how sticky-out they were. ‘They called me Ratty.’

‘Kids can be cruel,’ she says.

Not just kids.

‘Were you a happy child?’

I think so. Most of the time. I nod.

‘Did you have friends?’

‘I had my brother,’ I remind her.

‘Taking on the world together?’

Something like that.

Marlena slips her glasses on, takes them off again and tucks a temple-tip between her teeth. ‘Are you much of a writer?’ she asks me. ‘Do you write much?’

Her saying it twice makes me smile. Do I write at all? would be a better question. I don’t, but I have thought about it.

‘Not really,’ I tell her.

‘It’s quite cathartic,’ she says. ‘Not everyone’s a talker.’ A little grimace acknowledging she is.

She stands up and walks behind her desk, where she takes a notebook from a drawer. It is marbly green, hardcover and thread-bound, with a band of elastic trapping it shut. Her dress catches between her legs as she comes back and lays the little notebook in my lap, pats it like a good dog and falls back into her chair. ‘You can write whatever you like,’ she tells me. ‘You won’t have to show me.’

Then what is the point? I wonder. What is the point of any of this? But I nod. ‘Okay. Thank you.’

‘Start at the beginning,’ she says, then corrects herself. ‘Start wherever you like. Whatever you bring up, we’ll work through together.’

We. As if we are a team. As if I am going to tell her everything.

‘What you say here is confidential, Winter,’ she assures me, but it isn’t. There will be a lover or a friend, a colleague. By the end of our time together, there will be a file. I don’t trust that she won’t be asked to submit something of a report, or a recommendation. ‘Dig deep!’

Dig deep.

My neck stiffens and my shoulders tighten with the weight of a loaded shovel. Soil, corpse-heavy and dark as cake, cold rain colouring everything sad and sorry and no-going-back-from-here.

I did, I think.

‘I will,’ I promise Marlena.




CHAPTER TWO

Harrogate, 1994

They said we had Nancy’s legs, but I think that was more to let us know we didn’t have our father’s. Lew’s right leg was shorter than his left, so he walked with a limp, even though he wore a special shoe.

He worked in the factory just past Knaresborough, where he sat on a stool that kept everyone the same height (more or less) while they soldered circuit boards either side of a siren that stopped them for lunch. He took his sandwiches wrapped in tin foil, and a library book he read while he ate them and all the way there and back on the bus. In the evenings he played his guitar, sitting on the worn edge of the sofa with a cigarette wagging on his bottom lip, both legs bent like drainpipes into his slippers, the short one stepped up on a bread tray he’d found around the back of the Co-op.

Nancy had lovely legs. Pins, Gran called them. She wore short skirts and sheer tights and even her slippers had a little heel. Still, despite his shorter leg, Lew was taller. An itty-bitty thing, Gran called Nancy, but she was always smiling when she said it, so we knew it was a lovely thing to be.

I see Nancy in Lew’s arms, beside a sink full of dirty dishes, his collar wet from the bubbles on her hands, her cheek damp from the tea towel slapped over his shoulder. He used to say, Nance, what would I be without you? and when she told him, Lost, something caught between them like a chill. Even then (and we were small) we understood that losing Nancy would mean more than losing Sunday roasts and hot-water bottles slipped along to the foot of the bed, but we knew she’d never leave us, and she never would have if she’d had a say in it. She laughed when she said, ‘Lost,’ and that’s the best of all that I remember about my mother: a laugh that sprayed on everyone like water from a split hose on a summer’s day.

I have a favourite photograph, in which our Nancy is one of three beautiful women standing with their arms around each other beside a bar crowded with glasses. They looked enough alike for Four to ask if they were sisters, but Nancy only laughed. Behind them is a barman in a slim-jim tie, his hands a blur of cocktail being shaken. Between the other two, Nancy is wearing a dress the colour of mint chocolate-chip ice cream, her head tipped and turned, lips parted and teeth showing, in a laugh so perfect that I wonder now if she was faking.

There is a reminder on the back in blue ink you can see was sticky once: Nancy, Jan & Hettie WB 1985.

Nancy never said much about Hettie, but she and Jan flew to Italy from Australia, where they’d grown up. You’d call it a gap year now, but back then it was just travelling. Seeing a bit of the world, Nancy called it, and they saw a bit of Italy before they took a ferry from Sicily to Malta, where they met Lew and Uncle Tony (who wasn’t anybody’s uncle, just a friend). Tony’s dad was Maltese, and he and Lew were staying with his grandparents for a fortnight, and the four of them hooked up and saw all the better bits of each other.

There were a lot of photos in that album. Statues and ruins and beaches bright with umbrellas. There were the rain-shone streets and neon signs of Paris and London, where Nancy and Jan went after Malta; the greys and the gargoyles of Notre Dame; and all the brown and scarlet of Buckingham Palace; and Nancy was in among and in front of all of it, but it was the picture taken with her arms around her friends I loved the most. That joie de vivre I did not have a name for yet.

They’d planned to spend a year in London, but they didn’t. For all the fun still to be had there in the flat they were going to share, the jobs they found in a hotel, and with Christmas just around the corner, Nancy left Jan behind and followed Lew north on the train; and once the girls had parted ways, they didn’t keep in touch for long. Jan went on to settle in Spain, and Nancy never knew where Hettie ended up.

‘What happened to Uncle Tony?’ we wondered.

‘He’s still kicking around somewhere,’ Lew told us, but years had pulled them apart as well.

Lew got down on his good knee on the platform at Leeds Station to give Nancy a ring he’d sold his best guitar to pay for. They’d only spent two weeks together in Malta—a holiday romance, Gran called it—but, ‘Absence made the heart grow fonder,’ they told us. There was more to it than that, though. They never pretended to Four and me that we hadn’t been already on the way. We’d seen the wedding photos.

By the time they got married in the registry office on Victoria Avenue, they knew they were having twins. Nancy was starting to swell like Violet Beauregarde. Still, she wore white and the same smile she wore in the photos she brought back from Europe.

We lived on the outskirts of Harrogate, in a ginger-brick council house on the Badgerfield Estate. It wasn’t what you’d call a nice neighbourhood, but mostly people were nice. Kids played together in the street, cars slowed down when they turned the corner, and everyone belonged to someone, so you waved, and they waved back.

‘Do you miss Australia?’ we asked Nancy.

She missed the warmth on winter mornings, when the thud of frozen pipes and the time it took three bars on a heater to warm a fraction of the room made her irritable. ‘Jesus Christ, Lew! How the hell can you stand it?’ she’d moan, her bottom pressed against the radiator and a mug of tea in both hands.

‘Why did you call me Winter?’ I asked her once.

‘I liked the way it sounded.’ With Robins, she meant, and she put the two together with a smile: ‘Winter Robins. It’s a lovely name! Don’t you like it?’

I did.

Four was the fourth Lewis in the family (Lew had his father’s name, which had been his grandfather’s first). Nancy was named after Nancy Sinatra, who’d been her mother’s favourite.

‘Do you miss your mum?’ we asked her.

‘Not one bit,’ she told us. ‘She was a sack of something else,’ she let slip once.

‘Have you got any brothers or sisters?’

‘I’ve got your Aunty Vi,’ she said, but Vi was no more our aunty than Tony had been an uncle; she just lived over the road, which she crossed every morning (it seemed) to sit at our kitchen table and smoke while Nancy peeled potatoes, and my brother and I were set in front of Play School with orange squash in sippy cups and one flat biscuit each to suck.

When we were older and went to school, they’d be there when we got home. Coffee cups between them and an ashtray overflowing, they’d be crying with laughter—great silent screams that made them look like they were choking.

Sometimes Nancy and Vi went dancing, and Uncle John and Lew would drink whisky and watch Match of the Day together. So late, those Saturday nights, that it was Sunday morning, Nancy would slip up the stairs and along the landing in her stocking feet and crash into the pillows between Four and me; and with her, came the Play School thrill of guessing which window a story might come through. Would she take us to London, with its busy, bustling streets, and its fancy nightclubs where only beautiful people were allowed to dance? Would she take us to Paris, where they’d bought paper twists of chestnuts from an old man who roasted them in coals on a wagon he wheeled like a trolley and parked between the wide legs of the Eiffel Tower? Perhaps she’d magic us to Sicily, to a long-tabled lunch in an olive grove, with sun-softened figs picked just that morning. She might whisk us to the cobbled streets of Taormina, a heel snapped and an ankle twisted, and a fisherman who carried her up the steps to her pensione. But our favourite story began in a restaurant where tables were pressed so close together they might as well have been seated with the boys beside them, who looked like (but were not) TV detectives in slip-on shoes and pastel t-shirts.

‘You must go to Malta,’ she’d tell us, blowing smoke up into the dark. ‘You must go to Florence,’ or Palermo or the Palace of Versailles, and we would all three lie quietly and taste whichever memory she’d just shared.

Although Nancy came from Australia, she never told a story that began there. ‘I was a different person back then,’ was all she said if pushed, and we learned to let it be.

When the last tap of ash fell on the covers, one of us would take the butt from her fingers and drop it in a glass of water we kept on the bedside table, just in case. She’d burrow her arms beneath our necks and draw us in like curtains, and we’d concentrate on breathing softly and not fidgeting, so she might fall asleep whispering into the sheets between us, ‘You’ll love it,’ and we knew we would. She could have been to Belfast, and we’d have dreamed of going there, though we knew from the news its streets were a mess of graffiti, with soldiers on corners and bombs going off left, right and centre. We’d have loved anything she told us to.

Sunday mornings we’d make her tea and grill her toast cut doorstep-thick, the way she liked it. ‘What about me?’ Lew would tease, but we knew we all loved Nancy best.

‘Was it love at first sight?’ we asked him.

‘It was for me,’ he said. ‘She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen,’ and he kissed her often, in case she doubted she still was.

We asked Nancy once if she was sorry she’d missed out on that year in London, if she wished she could have settled in Paris or Rome or Malta, and she told us she was happy where she was. It was a time to dip into for lovely stories, but happy grew for her in here and now: Sunday dinners around a properly laid table; a long bath; a song she liked coming on the radio while she waited for the kettle to boil; Star Trek with a vodka and orange; bedtime stories and the voices she gave the characters—‘Fee-fi-fo-fum!’ and, ‘Grandmother, what big teeth you have!’ She’d warm our underpants and pyjamas beside the fire while we had our bath, then carry us downstairs in scratchy towels to comb our hair in front of EastEnders. She’d take us in our wellies to feed the ducks and let us slide along the driveway in our slippers because their soles were skiddiest.

I have pondered more often of late where I might be now had Nancy’s life gone on.

Not here.

Is there one moment when it all changes? If you ran your life in reverse, what it would all boil down to, as they say? Would you find it, like a pip in the bottom of a glass of lemonade?

Four and I turned eight in April 1994. We got a Power Ranger and a Polly Pocket and a poster of Man United with the FA Cup, which they’d go on to win again in May, and we all went to see Ace Ventura: Pet Detective at the Odeon. It was coming out into the bright light of the afternoon that Nancy missed a step and fell, twisting her wrist and bruising a rib and causing a lump, though they said it had been there already, that the fall had only called attention to the spot where doctors found it in fuzzy black and white. It doesn’t matter. They moved in with their gloves and scalpels, and they took one breast and then they took the other, but by then the cancer had eaten its way into everything else.

It must have moved fast. Looking back, it seems as though it took forever, but there was less than a year between her fall and her funeral. It was summer, then autumn, and then winter came, and grey rain hammered sideways and got colder and colder until it turned to snow and drifted shit-brown into corners. Christmas fell around us. Fireworks cracked in a new year.

Do I remember how she changed or is it only how I have imagined it to be? That her eyes shrank back into their sockets? That her face took on the look of a cold, cooked mushroom? That her skin hung like tights on the side of a bath? Her laugh became the drip and trickle of the gasp and giggle it had been, that I do remember. The cancer ate her inside out like battery acid, and she wasn’t even thirty.

It was the middle of the night when it got to her brain, and we all woke to the sound of her choking. Lew knocked the lamp off his bedside table fumbling for the switch, and the bulb fell out when it hit the floor, so we watched him clear her mouth by the light left over from the bathroom. We helped him carry her down the stairs and out into the street, where Uncle John had his car door open already and the front seat forward. Not everybody had a four-door. Not everybody had a car on the Badgerfield Estate (or a fridge, or a telephone).

Aunty Vi ran across in her slippers to bundle Four and me back up to bed. ‘Your Mum’ll be okay,’ she told us. It wasn’t the first time we’d heard it. It wasn’t the first time her husband had backed his Escort out at two in the morning or old Miss Proctor had stood on her step to watch him go, one hand dragging the sign of the cross. But it was the last.

They kept Nancy in hospital for the weeks it took her to die, but no one thought to tell us she was dying. We didn’t know that until she was dead, and no one said it even then.

‘Nancy won’t be coming home,’ Lew told us. As if it were something she’d decided. As if she’d given us up for Lent, like chocolate.

It was a warm spring afternoon, and the whole estate was out. Four and I were fielding a game of cricket. Aunty Vi was in her garden, flicking through her Woman’s Weekly, and Nancy should have been legs-out on a folding chair beside her with a Silk Cut and a glass of lemon barley, but instead there was Lew limping towards us and a moment later hollowed out on his knees. He didn’t even take us inside, just rocked back on his big brown shoe and blew it at us like smoke.

Nancy won’t be coming home.

And there it is: that pip of a moment. That instant. That fraction of a second. That weightless stillness at the very top of a ball’s bounce, between its going up and falling down.

Four and I held hands, suspended somewhere between the life we’d led as Nancy’s children and the one we were destined to live thereafter. Vi was on her feet, with both hands over her face, and the magazine drifting somehow in the space where she’d been sitting. The cricket ball froze in its flight towards the bat, and the world hung still around us for a breath held, before it fell apart, with the crack of cork on willow, a howl from an aunty who was not, and the complete disintegration of our father.




CHAPTER THREE

They carved our names into her headstone, so on Sunday mornings, when we left the cemetery hanging off the sleeves of Gran’s good green coat, we felt pieces of us were left behind, and when we closed our eyes at night, it’s where Four and I imagined ourselves in the dark, hiding behind the marble slab that was our Nancy, Beloved Wife and Loving Mother, while headless horsemen vaulted open graves, and burned-black pixies screamed at the moon and took nasty little bites out of each other.

Neither of us slept well in the weeks that followed Nancy’s funeral, and Four began to wet the bed.

‘Not again? Jesus!’ Lew would say and dump the duvet on the floor, so the bottom sheet could air-dry before bedtime.

For a while, there were no games in the street. There were kind words and gentle pats on shoulders, Tupperware containers and dishes (that were not all returned). Kids quietened down when we got on the bus to school. Bags were moved off seats and sweets were offered.

Lew took a week or two off work, and then he took a third or fourth. ‘How are you doing for money?’ Uncle John asked him, but Lew fanned the question away like a bad smell.

We missed Nancy. Her perfume and the sound of her voice, the way she’d brightened every day like flowers in church. She may have been an itty-bitty thing, but she had filled a room. We missed her mashed potatoes and the way she paired our socks. We missed the voice she gave to Bilbo Baggins, and the depth and temperature of the baths she ran. Four and I lay together at night, praying for a split of yellow light to appear as she popped her head around the bedroom door and whispered were we awake? We missed the length of her stretched out on the bed between us. The way the smoke curled off her cigarette and wrapped around the bedhead.

Some nights we told each other Nancy’s stories. Remembering as best we could all the adventures she’d had before she had us. Someday, we told each other, we’d take one of the posh coaches to Paris, and the steep steps to the belltower of the Hunchback’s Notre-Dame. Someday we’d eat spaghetti vongole in the trattoria that had tripped her on its steps. We’d tour the Colosseum where gladiators had fought lions and tigers brought together specially. In the meantime, we wrapped our skinny little arms around each other’s necks and tried to make sense of what was happening around us: the cornflakes underfoot; the phone that rang and rang but was never answered; school shirts whose collars curled like party sandwiches left too long on the table.

While Four and I pulled each other through the brittle branches of our mother’s death, Lew simply sat down in front of that great fallen tree and opened a bottle of Bell’s scotch whisky, because when he was drunk he could sleep, and while he slept he didn’t miss her, and when he woke up he had a headache to focus on. Lost was the least of what he was without her. His guitar lay in the dust. He didn’t care when Man United lost the FA Cup to Everton, or when he woke to find he hadn’t made it all the way to the toilet. As long as there was a glass in his hand, Lew didn’t care about anything else at all.

‘Nancy wouldn’t want to see you like this,’ Aunty Vi told him one night, and a terrible silence followed that. She stopped coming over. Uncle John persisted a little longer, but he was shouting at the television on his own. Tubs and plates stopped landing on the doorstep and balls went back to bouncing in the street. The crocuses in Miss Proctor’s garden gave way to daffodils, then roses. Coats were left on pegs, and evening shadows lengthened. The world kept turning, but for Lew, time didn’t heal, it just wore on and on, and more and more empty bottles filled the crate by the back door.

It was Gran who took charge in the end. Taking the reins, she called it, as if she’d come on a horse and not the bus, which dropped her on the corner by the Rose and Crown day after day. She cleaned and cooked and ironed, and scolded Lew when she thought we weren’t in earshot.

‘Haven’t you had enough?’

‘My wife died!’ he’d shout, slurring his words. ‘She died, Mum. She fucking died!’

‘I know, love,’ Gran would say, and we knew the muffling of his sobs meant she was holding him, and it would be quiet for a while. ‘Go to bed now, son,’ she’d tell him eventually, and a blanket would be fetched, and we’d find her on the couch in the morning.

It was Gran who took us for school shoes. Gran who did our washing while Lew fell asleep in front of the television. ‘I’ve too much on my plate,’ he told her if she muttered. Too much on his plate to be worrying about rent past due or milk turned sour. Too much on his plate to be bothered making a proper dinner or washing anyone’s hair.

‘What am I going to do with you?’ he asked us on the nights when Gran went home.

What indeed?

It’s not that Four and I did not miss Nancy, that there wasn’t a ragged crater in the space where she had been—but Lew’s grief was different. At nine years old now, we had some understanding of the depth but not the breadth of our own loss. We did not know yet that we would go on to miss her more. Firsts and bests and terribles, we would not have a mother’s understanding, hand to hold or applause that mattered. The little things we might have looked for her to tell us—when to send flowers; how to iron a shirt, bank a cheque or roast a chicken—would come to us through surrogates. But I am skipping ahead. Only to say that Lew’s grief was immediate and blanketed everything.

He stood in the garden in a mist of rain and, in a drum he’d found, he burned our mother’s books and diaries, letters and cards and all the photo albums, which I fell upon while Lew busied himself bringing more. Peeling plastic back and catching corners with my fingernails, I hissed at Four to help me, but he wouldn’t.

Nancy, Jan, and Hettie, and the barman in the slim-jim tie.

From pages of her standing in front of every landmark in Rome: Nancy leaning on a railing at the Colosseum.

Nancy posing in a pink bikini in the shallows of a sweeping bay, three domes of a cream stone church high up on a hillside in the distance.

Nancy at a table in a restaurant, face smeared the orange of a true tomato sauce, her eyes crossed and a thick strand of spaghetti hanging from pursed lips.

Nancy and Lew on their wedding day, a kiss on the steps of the registry office.

A moment captured by a stranger on the night they’d met in Malta, twinkling lights and boats with deep blue shadows, Uncle Tony with hands on hips and Lew’s foot up on a step of wall, Nancy and Jan between them, their arms around each other’s waists.

One of Lew, perched on the couch and playing his guitar.

I was peeling an eighth photo from the album when Lew came back out of the house, and Nancy—an angel in her first thick winter snow—was eclipsed by a thumb and plucked out of my hands. Lew looked at the photograph for a long time before he fed it gently to the flames. Four, with the yellow album I knew held all our baby pictures hugged to his chest, began to cry.

‘No,’ Lew said. Just no, when we begged him to let us keep it. ‘Go on inside now,’ he told us. ‘It’s for the best, you’ll see,’ and though I would come to understand what drove him to destroy every bit of proof that she had lived and loved and laughed, I never forgave him. I watched the plastic coating of that yellow album blister and shrivel and burn orange to brown through a sting of ash and tears. The pictures I had already taken were secrets tucked into the pocket of my dressing-gown.

[image: Image]

It was decided that Four and I would spend the summer holidays at Gran’s, so we stayed on the school bus when it pulled up outside the Rose and Crown on the last day of term, and we carried on down Wetherby Road and over the railway line, to the older end of town, where the bus stopped by the postbox at the end of Milton Lane.

Gran was waiting with a gingerbread man for us to share, and a bag of potatoes she expected me to carry, never mind that I was already carrying the little suitcase Four and I had packed ourselves the night before. It had belonged to Nancy and was shiny and blue (though there was a wide stain on its silky lining where something had leaked long ago).

‘Why don’t you ever give Four stuff to do?’ I grumbled.

‘Don’t try my patience, lass,’ Gran warned, and I took the potatoes quick smart. She could be swift with a wooden spoon or the back of her hand if we forgot our manners or answered back or bothered her when Coronation Street was on.

Gran had grown up in Ireland (the calmer part, not Belfast). Stout as Guinness, Lew used to call her. She was thick-set and round-shouldered and wore a coat in all weathers and a copper bracelet to ward off rheumatism. Close enough to hug, she smelled of talc and camphor. She was fond of pickled onions and the younger royals, and took us to church sometimes even though Lew told her not to. We lit the candles for her and dropped the coins she gave us in the slot.

‘My eyes aren’t what they were,’ she said. Nor was her hearing. Nor were her joints. Her fingers seized on sauce bottles, and stairs were getting trickier. Her ankles were as thick as her neck some days, and blue-string veins strung up her legs like catgut. ‘God bless your mammy for passing on her calves,’ she used to tell us, as if Nancy had left them to us like a locket in her will.

It was a short walk from the bus stop to Gran’s house, which was the same as all the other houses on the street. There were no garages or gaps between them, but each one had its own little box of a garden in front, and there was a strip of grass called the Green which ran down the middle of the street and belonged to everyone. There were narrow yards that back-to-backed the street behind, where some people kept greenhouses or pigeons. Gran had an old boarded-up well, an empty shed and a sandpit which the neighbours’ cats used as a toilet. She set broken glass on top of the wall, but they still tiptoed in. Nancy used to tell her she should get a dog, but Gran said she was happy on her own. Grandpa had been dead so long that she was used to it.

We never met Lew’s dad, but we knew he’d been a twin (which was how Four and I came to be twins, because it skips a generation), and that he and his brother Lorn had fought together in a war from which Grandpa had returned alone and broken.

There was a studio portrait of the brothers on the dresser in Gran’s bedroom. Uniforms clean and pressed, hair closely cropped and faces tinted peachy. There were other photographs beside them: Gran and Grandpa on their wedding day, and Lew and Nancy on theirs, leaning over the big registry book and holding the pen between them like a knife to a cake, but stories didn’t run out from Gran’s pictures like they had from Nancy’s. We never knew why Lorn was smiling when his brother wasn’t, or who’d helped Gran choose her dress; but Grandpa had been her one true love, she told us. She’d been barely a girl when he’d gone to war, but when he came back, she’d stood close enough for him to notice, and stayed quiet long enough for him to take her hand. All he’d wanted was a simple life, she said: his newspaper in the morning and his pipe in the afternoon. But then Lew came along, years after they would have had a baby if they’d planned to have one (which they hadn’t), and he’d found it hard to be a father. Because of the things he’d seen fighting in France, because he’d lost his brother, and because the ties that bind twins sometimes unravel when they’re cut. He’d been a solitary man to start with, Gran told us, but when Lew was born he’d stopped talking altogether and drawn himself inside, like a sleeve—and then he’d gone and died.

‘He was sick deep down,’ Gran said, ‘in a place that can’t be seen.’

‘Like cancer?’ we asked.

‘A bit like that,’ she said.

It turned out to be the driest summer there’d ever been. Baths were scarce, grey water was shared between buckets and tipped on the garden, floors were sticky and teeth were gritty with toothpaste never properly rinsed, but it is a summer I remember fondly. Six weeks of ladybirds and buttercups, bare legs browning on top of the well, pink-bread tomato sandwiches baking by our sandals. We raced on our hands and stood on our heads and stewed rose petal perfumes in jam jars.

Lew was meant to visit, but he didn’t. There is a measure of shame now in the memory of our being happy to leave our father to his own devices while we ran around barefoot, pelting each other with snails and howling with laughter, but the holidays grew frail towards their end. Puzzle pieces found their way between the sofa cushions, projects failed and pens ran out, and eventually we pulled our socks back up to meet our scabby knees and climbed the steps onto the bus back to St John the Baptist’s.

A new school year, a new class, a new teacher. We hoped for new friends, and pen licences, and places in the choir. We hoped that Mrs Whitehead, the librarian, would forget the books we’d not returned the previous year. We hoped things might have changed now we were going home. We hoped Lew was feeling better. Did we think that six weeks might have done the trick?

It was spitting when we jumped down outside the Rose and Crown, and everyone set off home at a sprint, racing the storm that was on its way. Four and I raced each other, hoping to find Lew in front of the television with a mug in his hand instead of a glass.

We burst through the front door and into the living room, but it wasn’t Lew we found watching Countdown. It was a woman with a froth of blonde hair and a cigarette that burned a little hole in her blouse when it slipped from her lips in the panic of her sitting up and shouting, ‘Who the fuck are you?’

We took it all in at once: the couch, the coffee table, the mirror above the fireplace, the trinkets on the mantelpiece and the pictures on the wall. None of it was ours. It was someone else’s house now.

‘Where’s Lew?’

‘Where’s my dad?’ Four was crying.

‘What the fuck is going on?’ the woman cried.

Aunty Vi came streaking in behind us, cardigan flapping.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ the woman tried again, her voice rising, and Vi spread her hands, as if to calm a bear.

‘It’s okay,’ she said, but of course it wasn’t. Not for us, and not for the woman whose house was full of strangers. ‘It’s okay.’ Vi didn’t know what else to say, and it didn’t really matter, because we knew Lew wasn’t there, and we knew he wasn’t coming back.

Four and I fled into the bruised afternoon. Vi came after us, crying too, calling Uncle John out from under his car.

‘I shouldn’t have to be the one to tell them,’ is the last thing we heard as we ran through drizzle and then pelting rain to the only place we knew how to get to without the right bus fare.

Beloved wife of Lewis Scott.

Loving mother.

What would I be without you? Lost was only half of it. Thirty-two years old with skinny little twins, rent due on Tuesday and empty arms where a beautiful woman with soapy hands had danced five minutes ago. We didn’t know where Lew had gone, only that he had. Why didn’t enter into it.

Four and I half-sat, half-lay on our mother’s grave, heads on each other’s shoulders, the sky as hard and grey-black as the headstone we huddled against. The rain came thick and cold, and it took them a couple of hours to find us.

Gran picked her way between pigeon-shit angels and through rainbow-slick puddles in the sunken tarmac. She helped us up with stiff fingers and wrapped us in the wings of her good green coat. ‘Who told you to go to your daddy’s?’ she asked us gently. We thought she would tell us then—where Lew was, what was going to happen now—but she didn’t, and we were never really told. ‘It’s late,’ was all she said. ‘We’d best be off.’

Uncle John was waiting by the big black gates with the heater fogging up the windows of his Escort. ‘Where to?’ he asked Gran when she’d squeezed us in the back.

‘Home, please, love,’ she told him. ‘Just take us home.’




CHAPTER FOUR

Perth, 8 June 2018

Marlena is late. I am her first appointment after lunch, and she flies in like a seven-year-old—all hair and hurry—beckoning me through with something half-eaten mashed in her hand.

‘Call Gareth and tell him I’m running a bit behind,’ she calls to the receptionist, ushering me into her office as she reassures me the time she’s lost will not be mine, and all at once she is closing the door and slinging her bag on the couch, knowing I will choose to sit on the second chair.

The clock begins to tick.

‘How’s the journal going?’ she asks me.

Is it a journal? ‘Great,’ I say, and it is true. I have bought and almost filled a second notebook.

The blinds are drawn so there is no view today, only a great rectangle of creamy yellow like an ice cream sandwich.

I haven’t decided yet whether I enjoy talking to Marlena. The level of her expectation makes me uncomfortable. I lie awake at night digging deep for honest answers to her questions, but they are not answers I will give her. We are digging for very different things, but I have enjoyed writing about Nancy and Four and Lew and Gran.

‘How was your holiday?’ I know she’s been to Bali between our appointments. A flying trip, she had told me. For a wedding, I suspect.

‘Very nice, thanks. Have you been?’

I shake my head, and she considers this, because everyone in Perth has been more than once or never wants to go. Either way there are usually words around it.

‘You should,’ she tells me, but why should I?

‘New bag?’ I ask instead.

‘Mm-hmm.’ Enough about me.

Marlena flicks through a yellow legal pad. ‘What do you remember of your father that isn’t related to your mother?’ She is looking straight at me now, and the little dust devil starts up in my head, blowing memories out of corners and knocking thought-I-knews off shelves.

I think of the one photograph I have of him on his own. Scooted to the edge of the couch with his home-rolled cigarette, and his guitar, and his shorter leg up on the breadbox.

Bitten fingernails. I remember Lew would nibble an edge until the skin caught and peeled like the membrane between a hard-boiled egg and its shell. There were crispy strips either side of every finger he had. He wore a cardigan with chocolate-brown buttons that looked like plaited leather but I’m sure were plastic. Pockets full of tissues and a Vicks inhaler. He crossed his legs in a way most people thought back then to be a woman’s, and when he watched television he used his little finger to dig the wax out of his ears.

She is waiting.

‘Bell’s scotch whisky,’ I tell her, and she writes it down. At least I think she’s writing it down, but she could just as easily be writing milk, eggs and instant coffee, or practising her married name in loops and curls.

‘Anything else?’

He called us pups and let us have the wishbone whenever Nancy roasted chicken.

‘Not really,’ I tell Marlena, but she is quietly relentless.

‘What is your strongest memory of him?’ she asks. (Strongest, not fondest, I note.)

It floats to the top untethered. Lew looming in a doorway, raised arms braced either side, his head leaning in to one sweat-stained underarm. He’d come up the stairs so slowly that Four and I hadn’t heard him, and all the photos that I’d taken were fanned out between us on the bed. ‘Give me those,’ he’d said, but the slurry of his words betrayed his focus, and we knew we’d get the better of him.

‘What?’ I asked while Four slid the pictures back beneath our pillows.

‘Give it to me.’ It. Just one. He wanted Nancy, Jan & Hettie. ‘You can’t have that one!’ His voice rose with his chin. ‘Not that one.’ But his legs wouldn’t hold him, and he folded to his knees. ‘Give me it.’ He reached out, but he was too drunk to force it from us.

Why that one? Four thought it was because Nancy looked so beautiful—and she did—but there was more to Lew’s, You can’t have that one, than just, Because I want it, and if we hadn’t gone over to drag our duvet across the hulk of him as he slipped into a stupor we might never have suspected what that was. A cough, a snore, and, ‘That’s the one she said would fuck it up,’ he slurred.

‘What do you see?’ Marlena’s tone is almost pleading.

Piss-stained pants and vomit on the carpet.

I award her with a rare and truthful answer: ‘I see him passed-out drunk,’ I say.




CHAPTER FIVE

Harrogate, 1995

Four and I told people our dad worked away and hoped they wouldn’t notice he never came back. We told them he sent postcards and tucked cash in with letters and called us every Friday, but of course he didn’t do any of those things either.

We tried not to be a bother. We did a lot of things Gran said we mustn’t, but we did the things she told us to as well. We emptied the bin and set the table and ran the vacuum round on Saturday mornings. We carried shopping bags and washed the dishes. As the nights grew colder, Gran’s arthritis bothered her more and more, and she had us drag the mattress off her bed and push it down the stairs. We stood it up against the wall behind the couch every morning and flopped it flat and made it up before we kissed her goodnight. She began brushing her teeth in the kitchen sink and washing in a big blue plastic tub twice a week. She used a bucket for a toilet, and sometimes it splashed my legs when I carried it upstairs to tip it out. I tried not to grumble at it always being left to me. I was stronger than Four, taller by a head and better at a lot of things, but I knew he couldn’t help it; and I was mindful that perhaps it was our living with Gran that was hastening her decline.

Now that Gran couldn’t climb the stairs, it was up to us to keep the bedrooms tidy and the bathroom clean. We plugged at the toilet with the brown-bristled brush, and we rubbed at the greasy grey line that rimmed the bath, but the sheets on our bed were rarely changed, and no one made sure our underpants went in the basket every single night. Bath time wasn’t the fun it had been with Nancy. There were no bubbles. The water wasn’t always warm.

We soaped the dents beneath our arms, and the cracks front and back of our arses. Gran checked behind our ears, but she didn’t check between our toes, and she couldn’t tell from looking whether we’d washed our hair or only wet it.

Ratty Robins, they began to call us at school. Gran always said we’d grow into our teeth, but it wasn’t just that. Noses were pinched when we got on the bus, and spit balls were flicked and stuck in our hair—especially mine, because it was longer. It was a Catholic school, but people didn’t seem to worry that Jesus might be wagging a finger.

‘You need to make a bit more of an effort,’ Sister Rachel told us. To fit in, she meant. ‘Tuck your shirt in. Wipe your nose.’ We knew we wouldn’t get our pen licences that year, and there were no new friends, but we were not lonely. We had each other, and Mrs Whitehead seemed to have forgotten the books we’d lost and let us borrow others from the library which we read late into the night: Mrs Frisby and the Rats of NIMH, The Secret Seven, and The Borrowers. We coded our own alphabet from triangles and whiskers, and we would have tried writing in orange juice if there were ever any oranges.

With Gran downstairs, we had the run of her bedroom as well as our own. She knew the jam and rattle of her dresser drawers, but we went through her wardrobe and tried on all her hats and shoes. Four knocked Lew and Nancy’s wedding picture down behind the dresser and blamed it on Grandpa’s dead twin Lorn. ‘He’s jealous,’ Four said, but of what he couldn’t guess or didn’t want to say. We felt him in the house. In the draught of a still night, the creak of a door already open. Sometimes we’d hear him crying in the night.

On nights when the wind rattled the tiles on the roof, we heard Grandpa whispering on the landing. ‘Lorn, is that you?’ And, ‘One for the road, brother?’ And once he shouted, ‘Don’t you say that! Don’t you ever say that again!’ and we squeezed our eyes tight, convinced his bony fingers were about to whip the covers off our heads at any moment. Four pulled his old floppy teddy close that night, and even I reached for the comfort of my little panda.

‘What makes you so sure it’s your grandpa?’ Gran asked me when I wondered what he might have been upset about.

Who else would it have been? ‘He talks to his brother,’ I said.

‘And so do you.’

It was a weak argument, I thought, but I wondered if I’d scared her. I wondered if it wasn’t Lorn that Grandpa had been shouting at and said so.

‘Your imagination’s playing tricks on you, Winter Robins,’ Gran said. ‘You mind out for that.’

Many nights, Four and I knelt on the bed with blankets over our shoulders and the light off. Chins resting on the windowsill, we minded everybody’s business in the street, but there was never much to it: the closing of curtains, the setting out of cats, and Twisty McTiernan wobbling home when the pub shut. Terry Fogle lost track of time and started up his electric drill at three o’clock one morning, and a lot of lights went on for that, but nothing was ever worth waiting up for.

Then one night, with not long till Christmas, there came three sharp knocks on the door. Only the gas man and the TV licence checker used the knocker, and it was too late for either one. Four and I were fast asleep, but the mystery of that crack-crack-crack brought us up onto our knees, and we shovelled our way through the curtains, and pressed our noses to the glass to better see the street below.

It was snowing, settling white everywhere it could, icing cars and hedges. Great fat flakes tumbled out of the dark and into the yellow light that pooled at the foot of the lamppost by the gate like urine. Gran took a long time to get there, and the porch hid the doorstep so we couldn’t see who waited on it, but when the front door opened the hall light cast a shadow out into the middle of the road.

The Fogles’ bedroom light came on.

We raced onto the landing and, peering between the banisters, saw the stranger come inside.

‘You found us then?’ Gran said.

‘It took a while,’ he told her.

‘Aye,’ she said, and sounded sorry. ‘It would have.’

From halfway down the stairs, we heard the hiss and tick of gas lit in the kitchen, and we wondered if the stranger would have tea or coffee or only milk in a mug with a spoonful of golden syrup.

Why didn’t we go all the way downstairs? Why didn’t we introduce ourselves? Were we afraid of what was coming next?

It was too cold to be out of bed for long, so we crept back to our room eventually, and not long afterwards we heard the creak and groan of the stranger’s tread on the stairs, the crack of banister, the dunk-dunk-dunk of hot water pipes called to use, lights clicking on and off, and the squeak and twang of the springs on the bed that had no mattress. Who was he? Where had he come from, and why was he here now?

Four and I lay there in the dark and wondered every little thing we could about him.
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He had our hair. His was streaked and honey-coloured in the grey light of that cold December morning, but it held the same curl. It would have caught as many spit balls on the bus as mine.

We leaned over him as he slept, looking for clues as to who he was, and what he was like, and why he was there. But there was only his hair, and the heel of one foot which was baked hard as a dinner roll, and so we closed the bedroom door gently behind us and went downstairs.

The fire hadn’t long been lit. We could still read the words on the newspaper twists that held up the splints of kindling.

Skin was tightening on the two bowls of porridge that sat on the table by the window.

‘Who’s—’ I began, but Gran shushed me with a snapping hand.

‘Eat up,’ she said, knuckling a spoon towards me. She stirred her tea, cleaned her glasses on her apron and nudged the curtain. She did everything she could but look at us directly.

The stranger came down as we were scraping our bowls. The fire raging now, the newspaper had disappeared, the kindling burned away, and the bottom coals were glowing orange. He wore baggy jeans and a t-shirt the colour of dried blood. His curls sprung to his shoulders and a string of black beads hung around his neck. His feet were bare and his toes were as hairy as a hobbit’s.

‘Morning,’ he yawned, standing in the doorway in a draught he didn’t seem to feel.

Gran hurried across to usher him in, closing the door and kicking the snake she’d knitted up against the gap. ‘There’s tea in the pot,’ she said, and pulled a chair out for him to join us at the table.

He was a bit younger than Lew but taller and darker, stronger and wilder-looking. We didn’t have to wait long to find out who he was. ‘This is your Uncle Godfrey,’ Gran told us. ‘He’s come all the way from Australia to see you.’

‘G’day,’ he said.

Four began to laugh, but I nudged him.

We’d known no relatives beyond Lew, Nancy, and Gran. Grandpa and Lorn were ghosts. We’d thought we had no real aunts or uncles, no cousins as a result, so it was beyond exciting to have this genuine article tucked in between us at the table.

‘They call me Dog,’ he said.

‘And why would they do that?’ Gran asked him, as shocked as if he’d shown her shit on his shoe, and this new uncle winked at Four and me, and something as warm as wool began to weave around us.

‘It was your mum that started it.’ He spoke to Four and me directly. ‘Godfrey’s a bit of a mouthful, and when she was little she called me’—he mimicked a baby’s lisp—‘Dogfwee.’ He shrugged. ‘The Dog bit stuck, anyway, because here I am!’

There he was.

‘Like Four,’ I offered. ‘Lewis Mark Robins the Fourth.’

Gran tutted and rolled her eyes, but I ignored her.

‘Mark is from Mark Hughes,’ I told Uncle Dog. ‘Number ten, Man United.’

‘Well, with or without it, that one’s a bit of a mouthful, too,’ he said.

We didn’t go to school that day. We played in the backyard and up and down the street, even though Gran kept insisting Dog would be happier inside by the fire. ‘He won’t be used to this sort of weather,’ she warned us. The first time he’d seen snow had been the day before, through the windows of the train he’d taken from London, then the taxi that he’d taken from the station, which had followed the council snowplough along Wetherby Road and made him walk from Threshers.

‘Bloody cold, isn’t it?’ he said, when we came in for tomato soup at lunchtime, but it didn’t stop him wanting to go back out later on.

We taught him how to pack a snowball so it wouldn’t fall apart when it was thrown, and we built a snowman on the Green, so round that you could see the grass in the furrows we’d rolled all the way up to Gran’s gate.

In the dark end of the afternoon, we played snakes and ladders, and while we had our bath after tea, we heard Gran give Dog directions back to Threshers. When we came down in our pyjamas, there was a bottle of wine on the table between them, and Gran was chuckling at a story Dog was telling.

We all liked him. Right away and from the very beginning.

Four and I liked his accent, his caramel tan and his easy smile, the way he stretched his neck to scratch his chin. We liked the silver ring he wore on his little finger and the way he sat on one foot, but most of all we enjoyed his attention. ‘What sort of things do you like to do?’ he asked us. ‘What are you good at?’ What were our favourites and our bests, he wanted to know.

Gran liked the shape and strength of him, the ease with which he flipped her mattress and carried in the coal, stamped the snow from his shoes, stoked the fire, dried the dishes, filled her glass.

We didn’t go to school the following week, and then it was the holidays. We put the Christmas tree up together. Four broke one of Gran’s special-precious baubles but wouldn’t admit it. ‘If two people are in a lift, mate, everyone knows who farted,’ Dog said, which I didn’t understand but liked because we weren’t supposed to say fart. He took us on the train to York, where we rode in a little carriage around the Viking museum, and in a Christmas shop on a cobbled street he had us choose something nice for him to take back to his mother—our other grandma—in Australia. He treated us all to fish and chips, and he bought Four and me t-shirts and trainers and sherbet pips. ‘Call it an early Christmas present,’ he said again and again, and told us he’d won some money on a fight.

He shared stories of life on the other side of the world, where people surfed with dolphins and ran with the ball, and everyone wore a hat and thick white sunscreen so they didn’t get black bits that had to be chunked out like spots on potatoes; golden spiders wove wide webs in the night, and sharks lay their eggs in mermaids’ purses, but if you weren’t careful a fly might lay its eggs in your food scraps, and by morning your kitchen would look like someone had thrown in a bucket of cooked rice.

‘He’s brilliant,’ we whispered to each other when our lights were out. What a secret to have been kept from us. What a grand surprise to have been given, and just in time for Christmas!

‘What did your mum tell you about Australia?’ he asked us.

We were too embarrassed to admit she hadn’t told us anything, so we said, ‘Not much,’ and, ‘Little bits,’ and, ‘We can’t really remember.’ Nancy had never said she had a brother, had never spoken of their father either, who Dog told us was a painter. We’d heard their mother was a sack of something else, but we could not tell him that. She’d never talked about the home that she grew up in, which Dog said was on a stretch of coast so long that no one ever came to sunbathe on their beach. Nancy had never mentioned any of it. We didn’t think to wonder why that was.

Dog filled the gaps our mother left with stories of his sister. There was the time she’d slap-painted over one of our grandad’s canvases and he’d chased her with a stick, shouting that he’d beat her till she couldn’t sit down, but it was all talk, Dog said. She was the golden child, and when Grandad caught her, all he could do was laugh at his being so out of breath.

There was the time Dog and Nancy had taken Grandad’s boat without asking and run out of fuel, so that he’d had to swim out to them with a rope and tow them home.

‘They must be rich,’ Four said, ‘to have a boat of their own!’

There was the story of Ronnie Possum, who’d been raised by hand and loved until he bit Nancy on the face and ran away, but it was only a little scar he’d left so it was no wonder we hadn’t noticed it.

In truth, deep down (not all that deep) there was a strand of jealousy, like string left in a rolled pork roast, that Dog had known Nancy first and longest, that he knew things about her we did not—that she’d loved Cherry Ripe chocolate, which we’d never heard of, and played poker: silly things that did not matter (but they did).

When Dog asked if we had photos, we told him Lew had taken them all. Too shy to say what Lew had really done with them, we did not share with him the few we’d kept, which stayed hidden in a packet underneath the rug beside our bed.

‘They’re ours,’ Four said. ‘He might want them.’ And with nothing else to give him, we would have to let them go. So, we swore never to show them or to share the stories that they shed like glitter.

‘How long are you staying?’ we asked Dog, but he just shrugged. ‘A bit longer,’ he’d say, or, ‘Why? Do you want rid of me already?’ At which Four and I would laugh and tug his hands and tell him no, we wanted him to stay forever, and we meant it.

Then came the afternoon he didn’t answer us. ‘I might go for a bath,’ he said instead, and we understood at once it was his last night.

Left alone with Gran, she didn’t beat around the bush. ‘He’s going to take you,’ she said. Not for-a-while or for-the-time-being; there wasn’t even a pretence of its being temporary.

‘To Australia?’

She nodded. ‘I’m getting too old to cope.’ As if we were something better managed with good knees and balance, like a unicycle.

Four began to cry. ‘What about Dad?’

She shook her head.

‘I don’t want to go,’ Four said.

‘Now listen here,’ Gran began, and she patted the seat of her chair. We wedged ourselves in either side and she put her arms around us. ‘Don’t let anyone ever tell you that your daddy didn’t love you, or that he didn’t love your mammy. You saw how the two of them were together, so you hold on to that, and you remember this, too: no matter how many stories they have, you knew your mammy better than anyone else. All them memories’—she tapped my forehead gently—‘you hold those tight.’

‘Dad’s coming back for us,’ Four interrupted. His nose was running, and he was wobbling like a custard tart.

‘We can’t go without Dad,’ I agreed. ‘He won’t let us go.’

But Gran shook her head again. ‘Your uncle coming,’ she said, soft as floss, ‘and you going with him to your other folk, well, that was your daddy’s doing.’

Something stuck then in the pit of my stomach, where things sit uncomfortably and take a while to digest. I blinked back tears and swallowed a sob, but she hadn’t finished. ‘He’s my son, and God knows I love him …’ It was a broken sentence, and she tried another. ‘These grandparents of yours in Australia, they’re better off than I am. They sound like decent people, and they’ll love you and raise you right and give you things you’d not get if you stayed here.’

It had been decided.

She hooked a hanky out of her sleeve and pressed it to her eyes. ‘This is your chance,’ she told us then. ‘This is an opportunity you won’t see for what it is until you’re older, but you take it’—firm now—‘and you make your mammy and me proud.’

Never mind Lew, or even Jesus. They weren’t watching.

‘But what if we don’t like it?’ Four whimpered.

‘You’re going to love it, I promise.’ Dog was standing in the draught again, wet hair dripping black spots on a fresh t-shirt.

‘Can Gran come?’

‘What about it, Sarah?’ he offered kindly. ‘Fancy coming with us to the land down under?’

Gran laughed and stuffed her hanky back inside her sleeve, sucked her lips tight and gave another shake of her head, but we all knew it hadn’t been a proper invitation.




CHAPTER SIX

We didn’t want to go with Dog, although we liked him very much. We didn’t care how wonderful Australia promised to be. We were not interested in how a fish caught on a line might taste compared to the battered cod that we were used to. We didn’t question why a boomerang came back. We wanted what we had and knew: cold beds and dark mornings and marmalade with golliwogs, but what point was there in digging in our heels? What could we have said that might have changed Gran’s mind? That we were scared? That we did not know where we belonged? That we missed the way things were? Nancy was dead and gone, and Gran seemed quite certain that no change of mind or heart or circumstance would bring Lew back. They say that children are adaptable, but children are just quick to understand when minds have been made up.

‘Can we have Christmas first?’ we asked, but our flights had been booked long ago.

‘We’ll have Christmas in Australia,’ Dog promised.

‘It’s for the best,’ Gran said. It was true that we were too much for her to cope with. She coughed and limped. She washed and pissed in buckets; and we had nits and cavities and bits between our toes.

She pressed our clothes into the small blue suitcase and laced us into our new sneakers, though we’d be barefoot soon enough, Dog said, and that worried us on account of all the things that Gran had warned us to look out for, like snakes and scorpions and centipedes as long as our arms.

‘You’re only taking one bag on the plane,’ she said.

‘But there are two of us,’ I grumbled.

‘That’s as may be, but you can’t carry both, can you? And he’s not going to carry his own, is he?’

‘I will,’ Four said, but he wouldn’t have (not all the way), so we packed my little panda and carried Floppy Ted because Four needed him to sleep.

‘You shouldn’t,’ Gran tutted at him. ‘You’re nearly ten!’ But she was only teasing. There was a lump beneath it: a wad of sadness she didn’t want to share.

‘Silly,’ she called the tears she couldn’t help when we finally said goodbye, huddled beside the lamppost by the gate. Twisty McTiernan was making his way down the street, and Jenny Fogle was pretending to trim the Christmas tree in her front window, while the driver loaded our bags. It was past the time for hugs and kisses but, ‘I’m going to miss you,’ Gran gave us that, and she waved until the taxi turned the corner.

‘You’ll see her again,’ Dog promised, but none of us tried to guess when that might be.
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We stepped off that plane and into heat we had not known outside a kitchen. It rose in waves you could actually see above the tarmac. Engines whistled down, the runway’s end shimmered impossibly far away, and the clear blue sky bore no resemblance to any Christmas Eve we’d spent. The airport terminal was long and low, and inside it was as cold as December should have been. Strangers spoke to each other around the baggage carousel and laughed easily in a manner we had not been among before.

Ned was waiting in the line beyond the sliding doors that let us into Australia proper. Small-framed, with a grey beard like a wizard’s—parting naturally in two and talcum-white towards its tips—he wore a slate-grey t-shirt with Baywatch splashed across it like tomato sauce, and a khaki cap pulled low and shading all his face but for the tip of his nose. There was writing on the cap, but I couldn’t separate the letters. ‘Ned’s family, but not really,’ Dog had told us, which explained nothing at all, but Gran had said that we must mind our manners and not be afraid to try new things, so I thrust my hand towards him.

‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Ned.’

‘It’s just Ned,’ he said quietly, and he did not tell me he was pleased to meet me too, but he took the hand I offered him and pressed it with his thumb, the way I would soon learn to test the ripeness of an avocado.

Ned’s ute was waiting in the car park with its windows wound right down. It was the sort of dusty you could write words in with your finger, and its tray was covered with a canvas tarp and loaded with bags and crates and polystyrene boxes packed with ice to keep things cold. Four and I climbed into the back seat, where a skinny tan-brown dog was waiting with its tongue lolling out. ‘Don’t mind Tess,’ Ned told us. ‘Just shove her over,’ but we didn’t. We let Tess sit where she liked and clamber across us to get to the open windows. We didn’t mind the tap-scratch of her feet, or the licks she gave our knees and faces. ‘Mo’s looking forward to seeing you, hey?’ Ned said it like a question, but it was only his accent that turned it up at the end, and we were used to Dog’s by then. We’d do it ourselves soon, we supposed. Flick the tail of every sentence. Say things like ‘yeah-nah’ and ‘no worries’ and ‘but’ for ‘though’.

We drove past car yards and fast-food restaurants, and saw the city in the distance, with buildings as tall as any we’d seen on television. But despite the excitement of everything new that was speeding past the windows, we dozed off, waking sometime later to sausage rolls and bottled water in the forecourt of a fuel station beside a dark tar road.

‘Are we there?’ I asked, but Ned only laughed.

‘We’ve a ways to go yet, mate,’ Dog said. ‘If you need to take a whiz, now’s your chance.’

We didn’t know where we were, other than Australia. There was no north, south, east or west to it. Coming from where we did, and as young as we were, we could not imagine the size and the nothing-there. Dog had warned us it was a long drive from the airport, but kilometres and miles didn’t mean a thing to us. Distance is a thing best seen to be understood. That you could travel for hours and hours and never see a house, never see a telegraph pole or a lamppost or a kid on a bicycle. Never turn a corner.

The road disappeared into the haze of midday. To our left, the ocean shaded blue beyond what Dog called bush but which was nothing like the box-topped hedges that trapped gardens where we came from. It grew thick and wild, greys and browns and every green but bright. Bald creamy trunks, and blackened stumps, and pollen-dusted sticks.

We saw dozens of dead kangaroos before we passed a live one. Frozen, paws limp at her chest as if she’d dropped her handbag.

‘You’ll see plenty more of those,’ Dog called over the seatback. ‘Bigger ones, too.’

Every now and then we’d catch up to a caravan, and Ned would settle in behind it while Dog grew restless, tapping the dash or rubbing his hand down his face to pull his mouth wide open. We recognised Ned’s patience even then. His hands rested loosely on the wheel, tattoos dotted across the pads between his knuckles. He’d overtake the caravan in time, and there’d be nothing more to keep us under the limit until we came upon the next one.

Four slept, but I forced myself to stay awake with Tess, and after a long while I felt the lifting of Ned’s foot from the accelerator. A slowing down, a widening of verge, and we bumped from the road’s constant and smooth onto a cornflake-coloured patch of gravel and a neck of track signposted PRIVATE PROPERTY. Tess began to wag her tail and tried to climb over us and into the front seat. ‘Nearly there now,’ Ned told her. The track was two cars wide, and around a corner, down a dip and bush-hidden from the highway was a dull steel gate with solid logged posts and a sign brushed neatly in capital letters on a piece of wood the size of a tea tray: BRUNO. We’d seen Dog’s passport and knew the name, even if Nancy had never said it.

Ned levered the ute to idle and both men climbed out, Dog gesturing for me to follow and Tess pushing between us, I left Four sleeping against the other window. There would be time for him to see too. No harm in taking just a pinch, I thought.

‘Home, sweet home,’ Dog said with a sweep of his arm, as if we could see more of it than a glimpse of red roof and a whisper of smoke that hung like cotton. He’d told us all about the house his grandfather and great-uncle had built for odd weeks and long weekends, for fishing trips and snorkelling and bonfires on the beach. They’d left it to their sons, but one hadn’t really wanted it, so it had fallen to his father—our own grandfather—for years of family holidays, and all of January when Nancy and Dog were tiny, and more and more until the odd weeks and the long weekends were spent in Perth, and life and all its mess had moved here permanently.

It was the best place in the world to grow up, Dog had promised us, but Nancy had not missed it (that was as clear as the moon), and if she’d missed her family, it was a fact she’d never shared.

‘Are they nice?’ we’d asked him about our grandparents. ‘Will we like them? Will they like us?’

‘They’ll love you,’ he promised, but in the weeks after Nancy’s death, when people we’d barely known had sent flowers and dinners we had only to reheat, no calls or cards had come from overseas. I had no memory of Lew or Gran debating who to call or how to reach them.

‘How did you know?’ I’d asked Dog, somewhere over Europe. ‘How did you know Nancy was dead? When did you decide to come and get us?’

Was I testing the truth I’d been served even then?

Dog had thought the question through before he’d answered. ‘Your dad sent us a letter,’ he said. It’s what Gran had told us. That Lew had found the address in the papers that he’d burned. That it was Lew who’d written to tell Nancy’s folk about her death, to ask them to take us—to send someone to get us; Lew who’d organised our papers and our passports and signed us away. ‘It took a while to find us,’ Dog had added. ‘Reckon it took your dad long enough to send it.’ Three little bottles had landed on his fold-down tray by then, and he’d shaken a final drop into his plastic glass and knocked the last of his ice around with a straw. ‘Harry sent me to get you,’ he said. ‘Thought the break would do me good. Too far from home for anyone else.’ He gave a puff of a laugh, but it was not bitter.

‘Was Nancy the brave one?’

I wasn’t thinking, hadn’t considered I might insult him, but there was the flare of indignance in his answer: ‘Depends what you mean by brave.’

Dog hoisted me onto the roof of the truck while Ned opened the gate. Beyond the bush, the ocean spread up and down the coast like paint. Two small rocky islands lay a little way offshore, and the spike of something breached between them. Dog’s pointed finger bounced from one to the others. ‘Pudding Island, Seal Rock, and that’s the wreck of the Salacia. You’ll see what’s left of the hull on a low tide. Another broken dream, hey, Ned? Ran aground—what was it? Eight or nine years ago?’

‘Eleven,’ Ned said.

‘Good fishing that end but the crays are better south, past Flems.’ Dog’s finger swept left. ‘Ever had crayfish?’ He’d asked before and knew I hadn’t. I’d had cockles and crab sticks, and a taste of kipper once, but I’d never even heard of crayfish. ‘Reckon we’ll be having some tomorrow!’

He lifted me down again and we followed Ned’s ute through the gate on bare feet. He showed me how to swing the bolt across and force its wedge onto the post to close it properly behind us, and then he swung me back into the cab. Four’s eyes were still closed, but I could tell he was only pretending to be asleep.

We rattled along a winding track with bush banging the doors on tighter corners and glimpses of ocean from the crests of hills, streaks of darker water breaking in long waves that curled like butter.

‘Do you surf?’ Dog called over the seat. Of course we didn’t. I’d never been deeper than my knees in the North Sea. Dress held high and careful not to soak my knickers. We’d been to Scarborough, where even when the tide was in it was a fair way out. It had been summer-cold, clouds bumping low, sand jelly-slick and mudflat brown. We’d ridden a donkey, and it’s where we’d tasted cockles.

‘We can’t swim,’ I told Dog, and didn’t miss the look that he and Ned exchanged.

‘Jesus,’ he said (not for the first time), ‘we’ll have to sort that out, won’t we?’

Perhaps ten minutes in from the gate, the track widened and became a great, dirt-packed saucer, cleared of bush and ringed with rocks and logs. On our left was a wide grey shed, its doors pulled apart, revealing chunks of tools and hoses and a rack of surfboards. On our right was the main house: single storey, mudbrick and tile, with add-ons of weatherboard and canvas. A wide porch of red brick that switched to timber wrapped all the way around, shaded by corrugated plastic sheets and lattice woven with vines, which I soon learned were passionfruit.

Ned circled the ute and parked beside the shed and in its shade, nose towards the bush, a patch of burnt grass and the blackened shell of something like a bathroom-sized tin box. ‘What the fuck happened here?’ Dog asked.

‘Some idiot set fire to it,’ Ned told him, and they exchanged another look, driven by eyebrows, and tongues on gums.

‘Vandals?’

‘Maybe.’

Tess was running on the spot, whining to be freed, her tail smacking wildly in our faces. Outside, a second dog appeared, wagging its own tail and pawing at the dirt. ‘Don’t mind Old Ben,’ Ned said. ‘His bark’s worse than his bite.’ But Old Ben’s bark wasn’t much at all. It was husky and tired. He looked mostly labrador, with chalky knots on his knees and a smile on his face.

I swivelled in my seat to better see the house, which was now behind us. Plants in pots either side of the front door, which was plain as chocolate and held open by a rock. No windows on this end, but to the left of the door a slab of polished timber hung from chains. One word, sculpted from teaspoons, bent forks, toy car wheels and bottle tops and random scraps of metal: Langomar.

As I watched, the screen door bounced open with a jittery clack and spat through a woman, tanned and trim, with a spring in her step and a towel over her shoulder (though she dried her hands on the skirt of her long, lemony dress). Her hair was thick and ribboned grey and bunched up on top of her head, long strands escaping as she bridged the space between us at a trot, and before I knew it she was opening the car door and pulling me out and onto my feet in front of her. ‘You must be Winter! Let me take a look at you!’ And she did. Up and down and side to side, smiling and nodding. She was quite beautiful, with eyes the colour of a walnut whip, cheeks tanned as a scone and lips the pink of Gran’s best roses.

‘I’m Mo,’ she said, ‘but you must call me Nanny,’ and it was clear she liked the sound of it, the what-it-meant, the who-it-might-bring-back in some small way. ‘You look like your mother,’ she told me, and I knew then that she was kind, because I didn’t really. I had her calves, her eyes and hands, but people always said that I looked more like Lew.

I tried not to twitch as flies settled on my face.

‘You’ll get used to them,’ she said, fanning herself lightly with the back of her hand.

‘The great Aussie salute,’ Dog added, swatting his own small swarm as he appeared beside her.

She took him in her arms and hugged him tight, kissed Ned’s cheek and thanked him for bringing us, and everything besides.

‘Four’s sleeping,’ I lied, pointing towards my brother’s huddled form, his chin dented by the zipper of a jacket he’d wadded up to use as a pillow.

She must have seen as well as I did that his eyes weren’t properly closed, but she merely said, ‘He must be very tired. Let’s leave him there for now. I’m sure he’ll join us when he’s ready.’ She gave Dog and Ned a stern look, as if to warn them not to wake him, but they were busy now untying the tarp at its corners.

We crossed the baked yard hand in hand. ‘Welcome to Langomar,’ she said, spinning on the balls of her feet. Her free hand fluttered like a butterfly towards what I would learn to call the boatshed, and in an arc around to the house and back. I took it all in: the grub-green water tank on stilts; the sandy chickens scrambling around a patch of scrub; knee-high slats of wood on one side and a stretch of wire fence on the other, enclosing a loose rectangle of brown soil and the leafy greens and poles and round-reds of a vegetable garden.

The house was cool. With the doors open—screens keeping most of the flies outside—a steady breeze ran through like water. The windowless entrance led through a small extension which served as a laundry on one side and a pantry on the other, with windows either side of what had been the front door but was now only a frame opening into a small kitchen. Beyond that was an L-shaped family room, French doors on the left, a round table with stools tucked underneath and a bowl of eggs and apples in its centre. To the right and round the corner, comfortable chairs and couches, a bookcase, and a Christmas tree built from driftwood nailed together, with shells and baubles hanging from hooks, and an angel balanced carefully on the top.

There was a piano pressed against a stepped wall, and the dark rectangle of a doorway cut between the table and a dresser stacked with plates.

‘Are you thirsty?’ Nanny asked. ‘Would you like something to drink?’

Manners shook my head. I would feel the reluctance of a best-behaviour guest for a few days yet.

‘Come, let’s sit down,’ she said.

The glass-paned double doors were opened onto the verandah, which was wide and taken up by another table, long and weather-worn and surrounded by chairs that were not all the same. The decking was bleached to bone, with no steps or railings. The furthest end required a hand up or a jump, but the nearest sat almost level with the dirt-packed flat. A way beyond, on the edge of the bush, a spinning clothesline was strung with shorts and vests and underpants two to a peg. There was a daybed flush beside a woodshed, which was open on its wide side and stacked with logs and cobwebs.

‘You’ll find your way round soon enough,’ Nanny told me, offering a glass of lemonade I hadn’t seen her pouring, and she was right. We would take every one of the paths worn through the dunes and spinifex and come to know every inch of the beach beyond, from the rocks at its north end to the shelving reef at its south, where there was a shallow lagoon on a high tide.

‘You’ll like Langomar,’ Dog had told us on the plane, and he was right. We liked going barefoot, everything soft and warm: the sand, the dust, the mulch of the bush—even the rain, when it came. There were spiders, of course, snakes sometimes, but not as often as we’d feared. There were bold silver gulls and noisy galahs that swarmed in and stripped the seeds from the trees. Bobtails ate right out of our hands. We would learn to poke with sticks instead of fingers, and when to leave things be. We would come to call the chickens ‘chooks’ and cradle their eggs in a scoop of t-shirt if we forgot the basket.

But I am skipping ahead again.

We arrived reluctantly that Christmas Eve, a million miles away from everything we knew and would believe for a while was best-of-all, though even as I sat there in the shade of Langomar, I knew the snow in Harrogate would have turned to slush and that cold would be fogging words out loud and freezing pipes and pavements.

Nanny’s lemonade was freshly made, with a fine grit of tiny-pip and sugar, but I did not drink it all. ‘Are you tired?’ she asked me.

I was beyond it, and might have said so, but Dog and Ned banged into the kitchen, dumping bags of groceries and chilly boxes needing to be unpacked.

‘That’s the lot,’ Ned called through the open window. ‘Others not back yet?’

Nanny shook her head. ‘Not expecting them till late.’

The others: our grandfather, Esther the housekeeper, and her son. Dog had told us who we should expect to meet and come to know. ‘So, what do you think?’ he asked me now. ‘You like it?’

Ned, who had followed him outside, chuckled. ‘Give her a bit,’ he said.

It was a lot.

They scraped chairs out from the table and sat either side of Nanny, swigging from brown bottles blistered with condensation. They were all looking at me when Four wandered around the wrong side of the house. Tousle-haired, he stood at the high end of the deck, which was level with his chest. I could tell he’d been crying, but if Dog or Ned or Nanny noticed, they didn’t say.

‘I want to go home, please,’ he said quietly.

‘This is home now,’ I reminded him, but he screwed up his face and dug a sneaker into the dirt.

‘It isn’t. It has a rotten smell, and I don’t like it.’ He’d put his jumper on. Floppy Ted hung from one fist which was clenched tight and white.

‘We’ll get used to it,’ I told him, and Nanny leaned forward and patted my arm.

‘That’s my girl,’ she said.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Perth, 15 June 2018

‘Were you close to your mother?’ Marlena asks.

It makes a nice change from: ‘Do you remember her?’ People assume I don’t. More often than not there is an ‘at least’ before it: ‘At least you don’t remember her’—as if losing her so young was a blessing.

We were close. There was something almost grief-like about Nancy’s love for Four and me. Something never-letting-go in the way she hugged us at the bus stop or when she left for a night out with Aunty Vi. It was as if something tore when she said goodbye.

‘Was she close to her own mother?’ Marlena’s hands are tanned and busy, like a monkey’s. She is winding her pen between her fingers like a baton. Is she bored?

‘Not at all.’ But I wonder whether she and Nanny might have been close once upon a time. Nancy’s ‘sack of something else’ never aligned with the grandmother Four and I met and came to know and love.

‘Was she close to her father?’

Harry? I doubt it.

Marlena does not push for more. It is the women she wants to talk about.

‘What was your grandmother like?’

‘Which one?’

Marlena shrugs but there is a smile with it and no indifference. Either of them, she means. (Perhaps she is asking me to choose a favourite.)

‘She was much nicer than we expected,’ I tell her. And the memory of those first few days in Langomar washes in sweet. Little kindnesses: pats on shoulders and gifts of shells; the tucking in of our sheets and the smoothing of shoulders. ‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ she told us (but never that she was sorry Nancy wasn’t).

‘How so?’ Marlena asks. Why so? she means. What had we been expecting?

‘I don’t really know,’ I say, and she pillows her lips and raises her eyebrows. Yes, you do.

‘Had your mother told you much about her?’

This is an easy one to answer: ‘No.’

‘And your grandmother’—Marlena consults her notes—‘Mo, did Mo talk much about your mother?’

‘Sometimes. Not often.’ Nowhere near as much as we’d have liked.

‘What about your grandfather?’

I do not ask which one. The first was only a ghost in a draught no one wanted to be caught in. A death of cold, out on the landing or hiding in the bathroom in the middle of the night.

‘She left home when she was in her teens,’ I explain. ‘She went travelling and never came back. I don’t think they approved. They weren’t consulted.’ Lew didn’t contact them to ask for their daughter’s hand. Testing the seams of a white dress, with a bag of rice littering the steps of a registry office, I doubt they were invited to the wedding. ‘And then she died. Maybe they would have reconnected later on.’ Looked each other up on Facebook, perhaps. ‘Who knows?’

‘Never go to sleep on an argument,’ Marlena cautions. In case one of you doesn’t wake up, I suppose that means. ‘Something my mother used to say,’ she sticks in parentheses.

I pick up on used to, and am surprised by how much I want it to mean what it means for me.

‘Has she passed away?’ It is a phrase I am uncomfortable with but what else can I say? Passed on? Passed over? Is she dead? (Is she still with you? Now, that is a different question altogether.)

‘Oh, no.’ Marlena cringes at my misinterpretation. ‘When we were kids,’ she clarifies. We. (I leave that one alone.) ‘Are you close?’ she dashes on.

‘To my grandfather? No.’

‘To Mo?’

‘Very.’ I smile.

‘Fondest memory?’

Fondest, not strongest, but I simply give her the one that springs to mind: the first time Nanny washed my hair over a bucket on the back deck. She rinsed it with a cup and cold, cold water, and afterwards I sat on the timber and she sat on a chair behind me working what I knew, because she’d told me, had been her own mother’s bone-handled comb through my hair. The citrusy pine of tea-tree oil (a smell I hadn’t known till then), the hum of ocean (which was constant) and the bush-cracking and laughter of the birds (which I could not yet tell apart). Nanny was singing softly.

‘Did you comb my mother’s hair?’ I asked Nanny.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘We would sit right here, just like this.’

‘When she was how old?’

I hadn’t meant to distract her, but the comb stalled in my curls.

‘Well, she was younger than you, I think,’ Nanny said.

The last time? At nearly ten, younger than me seemed too little for anything to have stopped, but I didn’t ask because I was only nine and I wanted to stay there resting on her knees, and I wanted her to carry on combing my hair and for her to go on singing ‘Something Stupid’, which she did, after a moment, but her voice was wibbly-wobbly and on ‘I love you’ she stopped combing anyway and stood up. With the swish of her dress, I almost missed it, but, ‘Oh, my darling girl,’ she whispered. ‘What I wouldn’t give.’




CHAPTER EIGHT

Langomar, 1996

Evening drew in and night fell. Four and I were settled in a room which had been tacked on to the high end of the house, much the same as the laundry-pantry had been added to the front, though where that had been bricked (at least to waist height), the sleepout—as it was called—was weatherboard and canvas and more of a lean-to than a room. There was a low chest of drawers and a wide, saggy camp bed set against the wall and shrouded in mosquito netting that pooled on the floor and trapped moths and (in time) biscuit crumbs and broken pencil leads.

‘If you leave the flap open, you’ll get a breeze in,’ Nanny promised us. On cooler nights she told us we should shut it up to trap the heat. It had been Dog’s room for a long time, she said, and what she didn’t say (that the room he had now, inside the house, had been Nancy’s), we guessed.

I do not think we brushed our teeth or even climbed into pyjamas that first night. We might have fallen asleep on the couch while Nanny made our dinner and been carried out the back by Dog or Ned. I don’t remember eating.

I woke in the night only because it was mid-morning somewhere else. Dark lapped around the lip of the porch, and the ocean fizzed and hushed beyond the dunes. Dry thunder cracked, but I was not afraid. I wondered who was emptying Gran’s bucket, and whether she would cry lonely tears when she opened her Christmas present in the morning. Dog had made sure we left her something: soft woollen gloves we’d wrapped with care and set under the tree before we left.

Did I miss the damp and cold of our English bedroom? The wallpaper that peeled like bark behind the door? The whispers on the landing? The Christmas lights colouring the bottom stairs on and off and on and off?

I don’t think I did.

I lay in a dip of the mattress, legs sweat-stuck to Four’s, the hairs on the back of my neck limp with the heat of midsummer, and mosquitoes whining a breath away from the pasty flesh of my shoulders. I picked out of the night all the sounds I did not know, and after a while one that I did: the stick and tack of bare feet on a hard floor. The shush of sand beneath a heel.

‘Hello?’ a small voice fanned through the canvas flap. ‘Hello?’ And a hand shaking my foot.

I sat up and peered through the mesh of netting at a girl squinting in. Her smile lit her face up like a torch.

‘I’m Gabe,’ she said—he said, because I knew Gabe was a boy. The son of the woman who came to cook and clean and keep Nanny company, her own house a way along one of the many zippered paths. Esther, who made the bread and climbed on chairs to reach the windows Nanny couldn’t manage. But Gabe’s hair was longer than I’d ever seen on a boy before, and his eyelashes looked like Nancy’s when she’d curled them.

‘Pleased to meet you.’ He snaked a hand beneath the netting and found mine in the dark, but it felt wrong—left in right: we were holding hands rather than shaking.

‘I’m nine,’ Gabe whispered, ‘same as you!’

‘I’m nearly ten,’ I said, but he ignored it. He left his hand out like a signal beside a train track, expecting Four to sit up and take it, though he could see that Four was fast asleep (or pretending to be), one leg thrown over a tangle of sheet and Floppy Ted trapped under an arm.

Gabe took his hand back. ‘We went to Geraldton,’ he told me. ‘We saw the Christmas lights and Santa. Have you ever seen Santa? He’s very fat. I brought you something. It’s magic, I think. I think it’s magic.’ His sentences ran together like mice. While he was talking, he pressed into my hand a long feather. In the morning Ned would tell me it was a kookaburra’s—toffee-coloured in the middle, white-tipped and patterned like a Bakewell tart—but in the middle of the night it could have been a crow’s. ‘You can make a wish,’ Gabe said, ‘but you mustn’t tell. You mustn’t ever tell a wish.’

‘I know,’ I told him, then noticed his smile fall and worried he might think me rude. ‘It breaks the wish, doesn’t it?’ I offered, and his smile was quick to return.

‘It does,’ he said. ‘That’s what it does.’

It seemed to be his habit to say things twice, as if certain points needed underlining.

‘Did you bring something for me?’ he asked.

I bit my lip because I hadn’t, and I considered what I had that he might like. ‘I’ll find it in the morning,’ I told him, and he nodded, seeming satisfied.

‘What was it like on the plane?’ He didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘Could you see things in the ocean when you flew across it? Did you see any whales? We see them from the beach sometimes. Did you see any submarines?’

I hadn’t thought to look for either and was about to tell him this when he gasped and looked around as if someone had called his name.

‘I’m not supposed to ask.’ He grimaced. ‘Mo said I’m not to ask about your mum because it’ll make you sad, and it’s scary enough you coming here all on your own, she said, to meet a bunch of strangers. We’re the bunch of strangers,’ he added, as if I were stupid. ‘Are you scared?’

‘A bit,’ I admitted.

‘Are you sad?’

‘Not really.’ (I wouldn’t give him that.)

‘Are you lonely?’

Were we? I’d never considered it. ‘Are you?’

It was the question he wanted. ‘Well, I have this friend,’ he said. ‘She comes sometimes but not very often. I’ll introduce you when she comes again, and we can all be friends then, can’t we?’

I said we could. He was expecting me to wake Four up, I could tell. He kept looking at him, then looking at me and widening his eyes, but he gave up in the end and said he’d better get back to bed before his mum came looking for him.

‘Don’t tell her I was here, will you?’

I said I wouldn’t, but sneaking his hand back through the netting, one more time, he made me pinky promise.
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We met our grandfather in the morning, when we wandered into the kitchen bleary-eyed and overwhelmed, and disappointed that Father Christmas had not been.

He was taller than any man I’d ever seen. As tall as any of the doorframes in the house, and wider at the top than at the bottom. His shirt hung unbuttoned, and his white hair was thick all over and hung past his ears. He wore blue jersey shorts that were split up one side, and he was quite a bit older than Nanny.

Four slipped himself behind me and our grandfather pretended not to see him.

‘Winter, I’m guessing?’ he said.

‘They call me Win, or Winnie,’ I told him, and he appeared to consider it.

‘Well, I don’t much care for the theys of the world,’ he said. ‘So, what would you like me to call you?’

‘Winnie is fine.’

‘Four,’ Four said.

‘You can call me Harry.’

He winked at us and was readying to say something else, but Gabe came running in before he could. He was shorter than he’d seemed when crouched by my bed in the middle of the night. The nails on his big toes were painted pink and he wore a blue-and-yellow guernsey so long it looked like a dress.

‘Did you hear the thunder in the night?’ he asked us. ‘Did you hear it crash and bang? I’ll bet there was lightning. I’ll bet we’d have seen lightning if we’d gone down to the beach.’

Harry nodded and took his toast away without a plate. ‘Merry Christmas,’ Four and I called after him, minding Gran’s manners.

‘Yeah, yeah, that too,’ he called back. His strides were long, and he soon disappeared along a path beyond the woodshed.

‘He’ll paint till lunchtime,’ Gabe said. He was bouncing between Four and me, seeming to want an introduction.

‘Gabe, this is Four. Four, this is Gabe.’

It seemed unnecessarily formal but Gabe stuck his hand out and Four took it.

‘Hi!’

‘Hi.’

‘Have you met my mum yet?’ Gabe asked us. They had their own house along the path behind the boatshed. ‘You can come and visit!’ he said, sounding so thrilled that I wondered whether anyone had ever been to see him there before. ‘She’ll be along later,’ he said. ‘She’s having a sleep in.’ In the meantime, he made us all toast spread thick with butter. ‘Do you like Vegemite?’ he asked.

We’d never tried it.

‘Just a smudge then,’ he said. ‘Mo says sometimes you can have too much of a good thing. She’s doing the seafood,’ he explained, as if we’d asked.

We found Nanny shelling prawns in an old sink set into a table near the beach, where fish were scaled and filleted, and scraps were swilled down the drain with buckets of salt water. A thick corrugated hose ran from the plughole and emptied on the sand like someone throwing up.

‘Can we help?’ It was Gabe who asked. I really didn’t want to.

‘You can take these to the boat.’ Nanny handed him a plastic bag that stank, and we carried on along the beach towards a small silver boat dragged high of the tide.

‘They’ll use them in the pots as bait,’ Gabe explained. ‘We should go with them. Sometimes I go with them, but not always. They don’t always let me. It depends.’

‘On what?’

He pulled a face. ‘I don’t really know,’ he said. ‘Maybe it just depends what mood they’re in. Sometimes Harry can be grumpy. Mum says it’s best not to bother him with questions when he’s like that.’

Dog was coming back from an early surf, and Gabe ran towards him, arms rolling like windmills, prawn heads flicking from a hole in the bag like sparks from a Catherine wheel, and we heard Nanny shout, but Gabe took no notice. His long hair streamed behind him, and Dog set his board down in the sand and swept him up into the air, flying him back to deliver him solid on his feet in front of Four and me, the bag in his hand properly torn now and dribbling prickly sticks and shells. I fought hard to swallow a pang of jealousy at seeing Dog with his arms around this other child. ‘Merry Christmas,’ he said.

‘I saw Santa!’ Gabe turned to face him. ‘I saw Santa at the shops. But his boots weren’t boots, Dog, they were more like socks. I don’t think he was the real McCoy.’

Dog laughed and tousled Gabe’s hair, but it didn’t tousle properly because it was too long and straight. It didn’t tousle like mine would have. ‘Well, he’s a bit busy this time of year, mate,’ he told him.

‘Looks like it,’ I said, and it tasted bitter.

‘Don’t you worry, young ’un,’ Dog said. ‘He knows where to find you.’

‘There’s a present under the tree for everyone,’ Gabe told us. ‘I saw yours there this morning. We open presents after lunch but, don’t we, Dog?’

‘That we do.’ Dog’s brow furrowed then. ‘So, what’s been happening here while I’ve been gone?’

‘There was a fire!’ Gabe told him, and he rose onto his toes, bubbling with excitement.

‘So I heard.’ Dog let the silence curl between them like a question mark.

‘I didn’t do it,’ Gabe said.

‘You sure about that, mate?’

Gabe nodded. ‘It might have been Rocket maybe. I think.’

‘Rocket, was it?’

I didn’t ask who Rocket was but thought perhaps this was the friend that Gabe had mentioned.

‘Might have been her.’ Gabe didn’t sound certain. ‘It was just boxes, though, Dog. Just boxes. And Harry put the fire out with the hose.’

‘Yeah, and that took all the water, I’ll bet?’

Gabe hung his head at that.

‘Fire’s no good here, Gabe,’ Dog went on, pulling Four and me in with a look. ‘Too hot and too dry, this time of year. It’s weeks till we’ll get any rain. Months till we’ll have enough of it. This whole place’d go up. If I see anyone with a lighter or matches or anything like a flame, I’ll wind you, you hear? I’ll wind you good.’

Four and I nodded, but Gabe only looked at his feet. ‘Just boxes,’ he said again.

Dog snorted like Gran used to when we told her fibs. ‘Well, boxes have things in them, mate. Boxes are packed by people who want things kept, not bloody set fire to.’

Gabe shrugged, sulky now. ‘It was just papers,’ he muttered. ‘Papers and photos, Mo said. Some of Harry’s old stuff.’

Dog winced and softened. ‘Did you get a thrashing?’

Gabe chewed the knuckle of his little finger but there was a nod behind it.

‘Alright then. Well, what’s done is done.’

Dog went back for his board, sweeping the sand from its smooth underside as he set off back towards Nanny, and the house, and a freshwater rinse, and Christmas dinner.

I thought Gabe would sulk (Four would have), but it was as if someone flipped a switch returning him to happy. His smile lit up and he was back on the tips of his toes.

‘Can we take Win out on the boat?’ he called.

‘There’s plenty of time for all that,’ Dog called back. ‘She’ll be here a while.’

How long was a while? I wondered, because Gran had told us we were coming for forever.
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We gathered for lunch out on the deck. Silver lizards ran up the walls and along the lip of the kitchen window, which was open so that plates and dishes could be passed through. Old Ben slept in the shade, beating his tail lightly on the timber whenever Nanny laughed. Tess chased anything that moved before settling beside him.

Harry sat at the head of the table and carved the turkey into damp slices. His hair was pulled back into a ponytail and he wore a silky shirt the washy green of a cat’s-eye marble, though he hadn’t changed his shorts. Nanny sat beside him fanning flies which bounced across the table like currants. There was food enough for an army, but much of it was leafy green, and there were no roast potatoes.

Four and I sat between Nanny and Ned, opposite Gabe, who sat between Dog and an empty chair that waited for his mother, who did not join us right away. There were beans to strain and strawberries to rinse, and the pineapple was almost forgotten completely, but at last she slipped into her seat with a broad smile and a cartoon sigh: ‘Finally!’

Esther was as lean as a whippet. Her shoulders were tennis-ball round and there was no wattle to her arms. ‘I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you!’ she said, but I doubted that. She’d been here and there and everywhere all morning, but never where we were. Face to face for the first time, perhaps she’d anticipated the surprise that flooded mine. She must have noticed the beat long missed before I said hello.

Nanny did. ‘Everything alright?’

‘Look who it is,’ Four muttered, but I’d already seen. We knew her younger and prettier, with her back to a busy bar and her arm around our mother’s waist, glimpse of a crooked eyetooth in her smile. Her skin was darker, and her hair sun-bleached nutty red in streaks now, a twist and pins to keep it out of pans and sauces.

‘This is Winnie, Mum,’ Gabe told her. ‘She came on an aeroplane from England!’

‘I know, love,’ Esther said.

‘She belonged to Nancy,’ Gabe went on. ‘The Nancy that died.’ As if there were many Nancies. As if I were a dog.

‘I know, love,’ Esther said again.

‘That’s Four,’ Gabe went on. ‘Lewis Mark Robins the Fourth.’

‘Okay, love.’ She lay a gentle hand on Gabe’s to slow him down. ‘I was very sorry to hear about your mother.’ Esther passed me a bowl of potato salad. ‘I wish I’d got to meet her.’ And she looked as if she really did wish she’d met her, and she looked up and down the table as if assuring everyone around it that she never had.

‘Ask her,’ Four hissed.

‘Are you Hettie?’

Her eyes widened for the briefest moment, but she looked amused, not found out. ‘Well, I used to get called Hettie a bit when I was little,’ she said, ‘but not now, no. It’s Esther.’

‘In Rome?’ I pressed on. ‘Did they call you Hettie in Rome?’

‘What about Rome?’ Harry paused with his elbows on the table, a wedge of cray tail dripping pink sauce on his plate.

Gabe kicked me hard, and there were words unspoken in the look on Esther’s face. Was it a secret being pressed? Or a favour begged?

A memory cracked like a walnut: That’s the one she said would fuck it up. This one?

‘Mum was an au pair there, weren’t you, Mum?’

‘I was, love. Yes.’

‘She au paired for an Italian family.’ Gabe didn’t stop talking. ‘They like British au pairs. They like British au pairs because of their accents. They think their accents are posher than American accents, don’t they, Mum?’

Esther steadied his pace with a hand on his again.

‘Yes, well, they’ve got a point there,’ Nanny said.

Plates were filled and crackers pulled, although they called them bonbons.

‘So, how was the trip?’ Harry asked, and Dog shared its details: the distance, the cold and snow, the gloom.

‘It’s a bit bloody miserable over there, isn’t it?’ Dog laughed. ‘No offence.’

‘None taken,’ I knew to say, but I remembered his hands pink as wafer biscuits, packing snowballs and whooping like a kid. He didn’t mention that. He didn’t tell them how welcome Gran had made him, how we’d toasted crumpets on the fire, or how we’d ridden in the little carriage through the Viking museum and he’d said, ‘This is bloody brilliant, isn’t it!’

‘Beautiful countryside, supposed to be.’ Ned spoke to me directly.

I hadn’t had anything much to compare it to until the day before, but nodded.

Ned’s knuckles were wrapped around his knife and fork. Know was inked along one fist and Hope across the other. ‘Outdoorsy, your mum was,’ he said quietly, nodding for me to take it.

‘What was so special about this town of yours then,’ Harry asked, ‘that kept our Nancy from us all those years?’ Their Nancy now.

‘She fell in love,’ I told him.

‘What a keeper he turned out to be,’ Harry muttered, but Nanny shushed him.

‘I quite fancy Istanbul myself,’ Gabe said then, and Dog all but choked on an olive. ‘It’s between two continents,’ Gabe went on. ‘Two continents! Half of it’s in Europe and the other half’s in Asia. Did you know that?’

‘Jesus,’ Harry sputtered. ‘Where do you come from? Honestly?’ And he and Ned and Dog and Esther, Nanny and even Four began to laugh at Gabe, which I would not have liked but Gabe didn’t seem to mind at all. If anything, he sat a little straighter, enjoying the attention, and I recognised his purpose and his stealth.

‘You read too many books,’ Esther teased him, but she didn’t mean it.

‘Reckon Doc’s got a bit to answer for.’ Harry was teasing too, but Nanny stopped laughing.

I didn’t ask who Doc was. I was losing track. Nanny had mentioned a sister who lived in Perth, and Ned had a sister in Albany, and I’d already forgotten their names. I wasn’t used to so many people. Christmas back home had been the four of us plus Gran, and then the four of us with Uncle John and Aunty Vi on Boxing Day, so seven around a table was already more than I was used to. School dinners came close, but the tables were hexagonal, which meant six. It was nice to be caught up in this passing of plates and the pulling of bonbon-crackers. It was nice to be hooked into habits and phrases, and part of this other, wider family, but all the while there was a damp of shame in taking to it so readily when I knew Gran would have missed the roast potatoes and hated the heat and the sand between her toes.

‘I wouldn’t mind going back,’ Dog said. Meaning back to Europe—to London or Rome or Istanbul (the half of it, anyway)—not Yorkshire.

‘Better get yourself a job then, hadn’t you?’ Harry said, too loudly, and everyone ate in silence for a while.

[image: Image]

There was a present for each of us beneath the driftwood tree. There was an odd-shaped box with Gabe’s name in cursive on its tag, and the lumps and paper of the parcel Four and I had set there ourselves that morning, which Dog had let us choose for Nanny in York and Gran had helped us wrap and pack. The tag I’d written had been pulled off and replaced with one that said: To Mo from Santa. They were all from Santa.

Everyone took their place on chairs and couches in the family room. Gabe dragged an orange beanbag closer to the tree and patted space on it beside him, which I took, while Four sat on the rug.

Nanny gave me my gift first. I would rather have gone second, or third; I would have known then whether to peel or tear, whether to save the paper as Gran had taught us or ball it up and throw it for the dogs, as everyone else would go on to do. On my lap then, and with careful fingers, I unwrapped a hardbacked sketchbook, three soft lead pencils and a box of fourteen coloured, an eraser and a double-hole sharpener, and a little brush I didn’t know yet was for the crumbs of rubbing-out.

‘Do you like to draw?’ Harry asked me.

I told him that I did, but in truth I didn’t know. I liked to colour in, but paper just for drawing was a luxury we’d never had.

Esther reached for the package we’d brought and set it in Nanny’s lap. The paper was crumpled from the journey, but it was still pretty.

‘Whatever you like,’ Dog had told us when we’d wondered what to choose. The globe was small enough for her to hold in one hand but big enough to feel safer in two. Beneath its glass dome were two robins, one beside and one on top of a little birdhouse, which lit up from the inside when she turned a key and set the soft whir of a motor blowing pearly white glitter into a swirling storm.

Everyone said it was lovely, and Nanny passed it around, but I could tell from the twitch of her fingers that she worried someone would drop it, and when it got to Gabe she took it sooner than she might have done from someone else.

‘Thank you so much, Santa,’ she said, but she knew it hadn’t really come from him.

Harry was given a new shirt, Ned a book on CD, and Dog a bottle of tequila. Nanny tutted when he opened it. ‘Didn’t we say no alcohol?’ she grumbled, and Four and I exchanged a look.

Dog set the bottle on the stripes of his bare stomach. ‘Saloo, Santa!’ he called out.

‘It’s salut,’ Gabe said, hardening the t.

‘Not in Mexico, brownnose.’

‘Dog!’ Esther scolded, but I liked the name—filed it for a time that I might use it—and Gabe barely registered the insult. He was tripping over his excitement at Dog having been to Mexico.

‘In his dreams,’ Harry scoffed.

Dog put on a posh BBC voice. ‘In a backpacker, actually,’ and he and Harry laughed wet and loud with their mouths wide open. Ned shook his head, but he was laughing too, and even Esther had a chuckle.

‘Yes, thank you, Santa,’ Nanny said to move it all along, and it was Nanny who passed Esther her small cube of a present.

Esther turned the little gift over and over before she opened it, peeling the paper like an orange, and flicking a shy look around the room when she got to the charcoal-grey box inside. A pink tongue of ribbon. Gold letters bold across the lid.

‘Montis,’ Nanny Mo said, and she slid a look between the men.

Gabe began to ask what Montis meant, but Harry shushed him, and all eyes fell on the little box in Esther’s hands.

Inside it was a single pearl mounted and threaded on a string of leather the colour of roast beef.

‘Oh!’ is all Esther said over and over, as she held it up for us to see and as she put it around her neck. She’d let her hair down after lunch, which made it hard for her to match the fine silver hoop at the leather’s end with the opening of its clasp, and she struggled for a long moment while one of the men must have fought an urge to help her. ‘It’s too much,’ she told him (whoever he was), as she fingered the perfect little pearl that hung now like a miniature marshmallow round her neck, but the blush of her cheeks said it was just right.

‘That’s the nicest I’ve seen,’ Ned said. It wasn’t him who’d gifted it then, but he’d seen another.

‘Thank you,’ Esther said softly, not bothering with Santa. ‘Your turn,’ she told Gabe, who’d wanted to be last, and the pearl that was too much was forgotten or ignored as Ned, who was closest to the tree, slid the odd-shaped box across where Gabe had sunk into the beanbag, spilling me onto the rug beside Four.

‘Oh!’ Gabe said, like Esther, when he’d torn the paper back to find a guitar. ‘Oh!’ as he turned it in his lap. ‘Thank you so much Santa!’ And he meant it. ‘Will you teach me, Dog?’

‘’Course, mate.’

‘Is it what you wished for?’ Esther asked him. Knowing that it was. Knowing that he loved it from the twinkle in his eye, the care with which he’d lifted it out of its box, the lightness in the fingers that he ran over its hips.

‘Gabe’s got an ear for music,’ she told Four and me, ‘I don’t know where he gets it from.’ As if music all came from one place he’d had no business being. As if she couldn’t carry a tune herself.
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Harry disappeared after presents. To paint or drink or nap, Gabe said. Nanny said she was going for a walk. Esther, Ned and Dog moved to the daybed by the woodshed, where they shared a long and lumpy cigarette. Esther had gone by the time Gabe, Four and I finished the washing-up, and Dog and Ned were dozing.

Gabe led us along all the paths that afternoon. The ones the grown-ups knew about, and some they didn’t. The longest passed the daybed and the woodshed and wound its way to Harry’s studio, where Gabe held a finger to his lips. There was a big brush bristles down in a pickle jar on a tree stump outside the door, which he’d told us already meant we weren’t to knock or go near, so we tiptoed past and on to the beach. The path came out closer to the little islands than we’d been that morning. The tide was low, and the wreck of the Salacia prickled through breaking waves.

I looked out at its matchstick mast and ribs and imagined billowing sails pulling her upright, off the reef, and away to wherever she’d been going.

‘Did anyone die?’ I asked Gabe.

‘Loads, I think.’ I didn’t believe him. Dog had said it was only a little yacht with an idiot trying to cut between the islands when he should have gone around them. It wasn’t far to swim to the one shaped like a pudding, or to the other, or even to the beach, and I said so. ‘I’d like to see you do it,’ Gabe said, and I flushed silent.

‘I’d like to see you eat shit,’ Four mumbled, and Gabe and I both startled. I’d never heard Four use language like that before, but I didn’t scold him. I wished we were home, although I knew we were. I wished we were a year or two ago, with Nancy, Gran, and Lew, full to bursting with roast potatoes and sherry-sleepy from the trifle, paper hats jammed on our heads, waiting for the Queen to finish her speech so we could tear into our Cadbury’s selection box.

‘Come on,’ Gabe said.

We followed him south along a line of oily green-brown seaweed, toeing denser clumps of it, and pocketing shells, and stooping over things that looked like better treasure in the walk-towards: plastic rings of bottle tops, shards of cuttlebone, a flabby flip-flop. ‘What are you going to do with it?’ I asked Gabe when I saw that he was set on keeping that.

‘Put it with the others,’ he said. ‘There’s a special tree.’

At the far end of the beach, balancing on rocks with her arms spread like a cormorant, was Nanny. We watched her flapping her wings in slow motion, lifting first one leg and then the other.

‘What’s she doing?’ It was Four who wondered.

‘She’s dancing,’ Gabe said. ‘She likes to dance.’

Dancing as we’d known it was for Saturday nights, shoes with heels (or stocking feet) in someone special’s arms. We had never known it done outside, alone. When she saw us staring, Nanny made her way as graceful as a spider further around the point and out of sight. ‘She does it a lot,’ Gabe said, and I put that in my pocket with the shells.

At the south end of the bay, before the rocky point where Nanny had been dancing, there was a scoop of ocean they called the Lagoon. Trapped by what we knew already to be Flems Reef, high tides refreshed it, but between times it was calmer and warmer than the sea around. Even Gabe, who swam like a fish, was not allowed to swim without a grown-up watching, so we sat straight-legged at the water’s edge, wet sand soaking through our shorts.

It was midsummer in Australia, and hotter than we’d ever known. Hotter than midsummer anywhere in England. As hot as hands and knees in front of Gran’s fire when it was raging. Esther had lathered us in thick, greasy cream that smelled of coconuts, but the skin on my legs was tight like a palmful of school glue. Gabe showed us how to tell if we were burning with a finger pressed and lifted (a fading white dimple left behind was a sure sign).

‘You’re not,’ he said, and then, ‘I’m glad you’re here.’

I had to think about my reply (considering the possibility that I wasn’t) but he didn’t wait. ‘I’ve always wanted a sister or a brother.’

‘Why don’t you ask your mum to give you one?’ Four asked.

‘You should,’ I added. ‘Just tell her you really want a sibling.’ I wanted him to know I knew the word.

‘She says I was the last one in the shop.’

We looked sideways at him, unsure whether he actually believed that. At nine, if we weren’t sure of every detail, we knew at least that babies came out of a hole between their mother’s legs.

‘I’m joking,’ he said. ‘It’s a joke! She means she can’t have any more. I am the one and only.’ He raised his fists at the last part, like Rocky Balboa.

‘Is Dog your dad?’ I asked, because I had been wondering.

‘I think maybe,’ he said. ‘A bit.’ I would come to learn this was the way Gabe saw the world: more as it was than those around him. Gabe would see a cake on the table when others saw somebody’s birthday treat, but at the same time he would see a whale waiting to be whittled when someone else might only see a stick to throw.

‘Did your mum come here to be with him?’

I imagined Esther on a train like Nancy. Their holiday romance making a baby and laying a path of petals to a forever love, but Gabe shook his head.

‘She came here on holiday. She was backpacking. She’s from Norwich. Norwich in England. Norwich has a castle. She sounds Australian, though, doesn’t she?’

She did.

‘How did she know Harry and Mo?’

‘She didn’t. She was hitchhiking to Geraldton, and she stopped in here looking for work.’

‘Why would she have stopped in here?’ You couldn’t even see the gate from the highway. ‘What was in Geraldton?’

Gabe ignored both questions. ‘She’s been here for ages and ages. Harry says she’s as good as Aussie, she’s been here that long. I’m true blue,’ he added, pride condensed, slapping his own chest (back to Rocky Balboa).

‘You were born here?’

He nodded. ‘I was so small, they kept me in a matchbox with a tissue for a blanket.’

‘You look like Dog,’ Four told him, and he did. He had the same eyebrows and complexion, the same cheeks that rose like cherries when he smiled.

‘My turn,’ Gabe said. ‘Why did you come here?’ He sounded curious but it was more than a splash of a question. There was darker blue to it. He wanted to know what we were doing there. What we might have our eyes on taking from him.

‘We didn’t have a choice,’ I told him honestly. ‘Our mum died and our dad got sick with sadness, and Gran couldn’t cope, so she wrote to Harry and he sent Dog to get us.’ I didn’t want to tell him it was Lew who’d written. Lew who’d given us away.

‘How long are you staying?’

I couldn’t answer that.

‘I hope it’s a long time,’ he told him. ‘I hope we’ll be best friends.’

‘We might be cousins,’ I said, and the idea lit him like a match.

‘Yes! Let’s be that! Let’s be cousins!’ As if it was up to us.

Four stood up. ‘I’m hot,’ he moaned. There were great circles of sweat under the arms of his t-shirt.

‘You can go back if you like,’ I told him, but I knew he wouldn’t. He wandered off instead along the edge of the Lagoon, towards the rocks we’d seen Nanny dance around.

‘Is he okay?’ Gabe asked.

Was he?

Gabe took my hand and squeezed it in his own, sand rough between our palms. ‘You know, cousins share secrets,’ he said.

‘I have a middle name,’ I told him. It wasn’t what he wanted. ‘It isn’t on my passport and Gran says I don’t have one, but I do.’ He didn’t ask, but I told him anyway. ‘It’s Luna. My mum gave it to me because the night she met my dad the moon was huge and beautiful, and she’d just been to Italy, and Luna means moon in Italian.’

Gabe squinted into the summer sky, searching perhaps for his own moon.

‘Ask me anything,’ he said.

I sucked on that. ‘Why don’t you call her Nanny?’

‘Because she says she isn’t.’

‘She is if we’re cousins.’

Gabe shrugged and dug his fingers back into the sand.

‘Do you wish you didn’t have to call her Mo?’

‘Yes, but that’s not really a secret.’ He stood up. ‘I have a good one though,’ he said, smiling down at me. ‘Sometimes Harry and my mum do sex.’ I must have looked as if I doubted it. ‘They do,’ he insisted.

‘How do you know?’

‘How do you think? How do you think I know?’

I didn’t want to answer that. ‘Maybe Harry’s your dad,’ I said instead.

‘Too old,’ Gabe said, as if that decided it.

‘I shall call you Winnie Luna only when we’re on our own,’ he promised, and he turned to walk away, north towards the house, slapping the seat of his shorts to dislodge a crust of sand. ‘If either of us tell, we’ll know,’ he called back over his shoulder, trailing one hand behind for me to run and take.

I didn’t need to ask him how we’d know. If two people are in a lift, everyone knows who farted.

‘What?’ Four asked us, catching up. ‘What will he know? What can’t we tell?’

‘Nothing,’ I said, and Gabe squeezed my hand. That’s my girl.




CHAPTER NINE

New Year’s Eve brought a bonfire on the beach, flares at midnight and toasts to new beginnings. There were dolphins on the backline and Ned said that whales travelled up and down the coast too, depending on the season. ‘I don’t guess you’ll have seen any before.’

We hadn’t.

‘They come right in sometimes,’ he said. ‘Bring the sharks in too, but.’

‘Taste like chicken,’ Harry growled.

‘Do we eat the sharks?’ Four asked him. (We, already.)

It was not a question Harry would credit with an answer, but Dog laughed. ‘Don’t look so worried, kiddos. He’s only joking!’

Ned rolled up his swag and left on New Year’s Day, but he caught me on my own before he left. ‘Look after your nan,’ he told me, squeezing my shoulder by way of goodbye, ‘and mind your grandad. Try to keep your brother out from under his feet.’ I’d begun to pick up on something Harry put down in Four’s company. Irritation in the tips of his fingers, the clearing of his throat and nose. ‘He can be a hard bastard.’ Ned said it with a chuckle but there was gravel in it, and he looked as if he might say more, but Esther was approaching and stepped between us to pull him into a hug.

True to his word, Dog taught me to swim in the Lagoon. Four was afraid of the water and would disappear into a patch of shade with Floppy Ted. It was Gabe who cheered me on while Dog bounced me like a party balloon in a game where it mustn’t hit the floor. It was me and Gabe who Dog took out in the tinny, though Four loved fishing more than either of us. We spent hours sitting in a loose line on the Steps, which were a set of wide black granite slabs at the northernmost tip of the beach overlooking Pudding Island (which was more of a rock), and Seal Rock (which was little more than a break of wave), and the wreck of the Salacia, between them, which Dog never tired of grumbling about while we waited for our lines to tug and whiz. Its captain shouldn’t have cut through, he said. Couldn’t read a chart, should have known better, hadn’t eyes in his head.

Dolphins rode the surf, and shags waited statue-still, wings out on wreck or rocks. There was a stingray that came in every afternoon to round-and-about the shallow water, following patterns that reminded me of the swirls and curls Sister Rachel had chalked up on the board for us to copy.

We showered outside in water warmed by the sun, with a hose on a hook on a stump of a gum tree tall enough so no one need stoop but Harry.

I loved Langomar, and Four loved parts of it, but there was always a sliver of him that missed the home we’d had before. He missed Gran, but I didn’t really. We sent her letters, squares of paper folded down the middle: It’s hot. Having fun. You’d like it here. But she would not have liked it there. Her ankles would have swollen from the heat. The bugs would have worried her and sweat would have chafed her cracks and creases.

Best wishes, she signed off letters she sent back. There weren’t many, and there were no kisses. No missing you. She was uncoupling like a carriage after rush hour, and we were trundling on.

The only thing I did not love, though I came to tolerate it, was the dunny. Its name was painted on the door, which was so high that Old Ben had no trouble squeezing under it. Esther said we were part of his pack and that he was watching over us while we were most vulnerable, and I thanked him for it and assured him I was okay, but if he wasn’t sitting by my swinging feet, he was padding around outside, stooping to shove his face under the door and whine if I was taking a while, which I never meant to. It was full of flies and smelled of shit and almonds (but mostly shit).

We had our chores. We helped Esther and Nanny in the kitchen. We cleaned the filleting sink with buckets of sea water, brushed leaves and sand and spiders from the daybed, burned rubbish in an oil drum black with age and use. We crushed cans and rinsed bottles, and Ned took the bags and crates of them away with him when they were full. We took food scraps to the chooks, and what they wouldn’t eat we tossed into the big brown compost bin behind the dunny.

More than once, Esther ran from the sink with a shovel in the air and took the head off a snake on its way to or from and up to mischief. Browns mostly. Dog helped us haul them into the drum for burning later. They were heavy, thick and cold, and I’m sure Gran would have crossed herself and cried if she could have seen us.

Breakfast was a bowl at the kitchen table or toast on the run. Morning tea (if it came) was always a surprise. Dinner might be a sandwich on bare knees or noodles taken to the beach. Lunch, which we ate at two o’clock in the afternoon, was the main meal of the day, and we ate it all together out on the shady deck, with Harry at the head of the table.

I loved to watch Harry eat. Crusts would stretch and split between his fists and teeth. Crack of claw and a gentle coax and crabmeat slid into his palm complete. He didn’t have an artist’s hands, Nanny teased, but there are different types of artists. I remembered Lew’s long fingers, hairless and tapered like candles, pressing and plucking the strings of his guitar. Harry’s fingers were short and fat as rosebuds and stained from years of home-rolled cigarettes and turpentine. He palmed fruit like a cricket ball and smelled it before he took a bite, and in that I recognised myself. Here was a thing that I did too, that must have come from him, and I was so proud to have found it.

Most mornings we woke to piano music. Dog rose early and it was he who stopped Four and me from going inside before we knew better. Shaking his head, a finger to his lips, the same hand then tapped the table, telling us to sit instead. Nanny did not like an audience. She played until she heard the flip and flop of Esther’s thongs, and her fingers lifted then and lowered the fallboard softly. The path that Esther came along ran beside the burnt-out tin hut and the boatshed, and I puzzled at her never minding to wait a moment, because she must have heard the music too. As still and early as it always was, she must have known it stopped because of her. ‘Coffee, Mo?’ she’d call, but Nanny wouldn’t always answer. Sometimes she slipped back along the passage and between the sheets with Harry, treading softly so the ticky-tack of bare feet wouldn’t give her away.

Gabe came later. Freshly washed. Teeth brushed although he’d not yet had his breakfast.

Ned came every couple of weeks, with groceries and beer, fuel for the generator, and a Cherry Ripe sometimes for us to share. Harry paid him with cheques Ned tucked into his wallet with not much more than a nod.

I came to know their habits like I came to recognise the wash and clatter of the tides. The roaring surf that meant an easterly was picking up, and the salt smell of weed dragging in with a westerly. I would learn to tell the difference between the crying-baby songs of frogs, mole crickets, and sandgropers in the dark. It was Four who wondered whether Lew was home yet, and if he was, shouldn’t we go back too? But I shushed him more than I held his hand, and he grew quieter and fell asleep before me most nights.

We knew not to speak to Harry before he spoke to us at lunchtime, and waited every day for him to open conversation with some variation of the same question: ‘What have you been doing?’ It was never aimed at anyone in particular but thrown like a die to be called. Busy was a six.

‘We gave Old Ben a bath,’ Esther might tell him, or, ‘We gave the cushions a good scrub.’

‘I came upon a lovely little tawny frogmouth,’ Nanny might say. ‘Didn’t flutter a feather while I sketched.’ She was an artist too, though it was rarely mentioned.

For the most part Four and I stayed quiet, but Gabe often spoke up. ‘We built a den. We caught a fish. We found another path.’ All these things would garner a nod.

‘And what about you?’ Harry would ask Dog, and Dog would make him wait for an answer, busying himself with a suck of bone or a lick of sauce while Gabe, Four, and I exchanged looks, silently clubbing our hopes together that he might say something better than, ‘Not much.’ There were so many things to do that there was never any reason for ‘Not much’, and that was the point of it, I think. It was deliberate, intended to rub Harry up the wrong way.

‘They’re magnets,’ Esther told us once, and I remembered a pair of matte grey disks Gran kept in her sewing box to pick up pins. Stuck fast, you needed strong thumbs to separate them, but the wrong way round, some sort of Star Trek force kept them apart.

In actual fact, Dog kept himself as busy as the rest of us. He surfed most days, and fished, but all Harry seemed to notice was the smoking and the staring into space, and if he passed Dog sleeping on the daybed, he wouldn’t let us wake him up for lunch. ‘You snooze, you lose,’ he warned us.

Sometimes we’d find Dog on the blackrock Steps and help him gut and carry any fish he’d caught there. It wasn’t a chore exactly—we weren’t sent—but if it was mentioned we would be credited at lunch, when Harry would murmur his approval and maybe tumble something to us down the table, an extra dinner roll or a plum—whatever came to hand, but always something from his own plate. There was nothing subtle about it. We were earning our keep and he was paying for it. He never thanked Dog for the fish. He might guess what it was, ask if it had put up any fight, but I think Harry felt that bringing something to the table was the least that Dog could do.

Sometimes Dog took Gabe and I out in the tinnie to check the craypots, but only when the sea was flat, because even once I’d learned to swim, I wasn’t very good. I couldn’t have swum home if we’d capsized, and where the pots were set was the opposite end of the bay to anything we might have swum or clung to. There were life jackets, but no one wore them. ‘Chickenshit,’ Dog called me when I wondered if I should, then he laughed. ‘You’ll be right,’ he told me. ‘We’ll save you.’

‘Yeah, we’ll save you,’ Gabe echoed. ‘We’ll save her, won’t we, Dog?’

Still, I worried when the boat began to list, Dog’s shoulders straining. ‘Look out!’ he’d call as he dumped the pot on board, in case there were things other than crayfish inside. Once, we found a huge pink octopus. ‘Throw it over!’ Dog shouted, worried it might flop into the bilge, and Gabe and I wrestled it between us as it pissed black ink all over us and Dog laughed and laughed. Another time, Gabe spotted a tiny one, no bigger than a coin, covered in bright blue rings, but when I made a move to scoop that up, both he and Dog screamed for me to stop. ‘Not a good way to go,’ Dog warned us as he hooked it back into the ocean with the gaff.

Four never came with us, though Gabe asked him every time. ‘We’d save you, too,’ he promised, because Four couldn’t swim at all. I don’t think he ever set foot in the tinnie.

Neither of us were invited when Harry took Gabe and Dog night fishing. ‘No girls allowed,’ Gabe would call, and Harry would rest a thick hand on his shoulder and tell him he wasn’t wrong there. Secret men’s business, he called it, and I would complain that I was as good as Gabe on the water, but it wasn’t true and I wouldn’t have wanted to be out on it in the dark. Some nights Gabe would return ash-grey and quiet, and on others he’d stand somehow taller and act older-than and down-to me, and those nights I did not like him very much.
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I had not forgotten the lie Esther had told at Christmas, and I planned to pick at it, but I did not want to make it bleed in front of other people. I waited to catch her alone, but she was always busy—the busiest of all. Pasta did not come from a packet but began on the big board at the kitchen table. A volcano of flour, egg yolks in its crater. We all liked to help, dribbling in the water, turning the handle that drew yellowy sheets through the roller, and Esther sang the song about pizza pie so often that we learned to sing it too, and we all sang together.

She was the best cook in the world, Gabe said, and it was true we’d known no better.

‘You learned to cook in Italy, didn’t you, Mum?’ Gabe said one fettuccine morning.

‘I did, love, yes.’ And there was my sliver to slip through.

Nanny was away with her sketchbook, a loose canvas bag strung across her chest like a bus conductor’s. We knew it held pencils and paints and snacks and a heavy water bottle, and we knew when she wore it—and laced up her boots instead of slipping into sandals—she wouldn’t be back till twilight. It would be hours before Harry broke for lunch. It was safe, I thought. It was time.

‘Mum went to Italy too,’ I said, dipping a toe.

‘With her friend Jan,’ Four added.

A twitch of brow. I’d recognised the crinkle of it on Christmas Day—the crooked eyetooth when she laughed, the swing of her hair—I’d gone back to the photograph later that afternoon, and I fetched it to show her now. Carried it in two hands like a plate.

Esther dusted flour from her fingers and took it from me carefully. ‘Where did you get this?’ But even as she asked, she must have known.

She leaned against the counter as Gabe drew in close to see. ‘Is that you? Is that you there, Mum?’

‘They were backpacking, weren’t they, these two?’ Ignoring Gabe. These two. Keeping her distance. ‘They were friends of a friend of mine,’ she said. ‘Another au pair. We all used to hang out at this place’—she tapped the picture with a nail. ‘What was it called?’ Flipping the picture over, she smiled. ‘WB, that’s it. Wombat Blue. And that was 1985! Wow. Nancy. Oh my God, of course. Nancy and Jan.’

She held out the picture for Gabe to look at properly, though she would not let him touch it. ‘You could go there any night of the week and find someone you knew. It was a massive place, all decked out with old farm crates and couches, tin signs: Vegemite.’ She smiled at the picture she was painting, marvelled at her own memory for the details. ‘Australian-themed, you know?’ We didn’t. ‘When in Rome, eh?’ She laughed, and Gabe and I laughed with her, though neither of us understood the joke. Four was stony-faced.

‘So, you were friends,’ I prompted.

‘Not really, but we did meet, didn’t we?’ She waved the photo as if to dry it. ‘I didn’t put two and two …’ she didn’t finish but began again. ‘I didn’t think …’ And again: ‘I’m sorry, I don’t think …’ At last: ‘Have you shown this to anyone else?’ A shadow to it, and obvious relief when we said we had not. ‘It might confuse them,’ she said. ‘It might make them think things that aren’t true.’

She didn’t say what things. I couldn’t imagine anything it might undo, but I could sense it mattered to her, and she mattered to me. I wanted her arm around my shoulder and the nod of her approval. I loved her merry laugh, her carbonara and the pizza dough she rolled and threw to make us whoop and cheer.

That’s the one she said would fuck it up.

Not this one, I was sure.

‘Could I trust you to keep this between us?’ There was care in her asking.

Four rolled his eyes but Gabe’s were as bright as mine. ‘Don’t worry, Mum, we’re good at keeping secrets.’ He took my hand because it was the closest.

Four didn’t like that. He didn’t like it at all.

‘No!’ Esther cried but it was too late, her fresh pasta ribbons were all over the floor.




CHAPTER TEN

Harry’s studio was a shed with high walls and windows. A sliding glass door faced the sea and rattled open if the heat was stifling, but most of the time sandy soil and leaves grit it shut, and he came and went through the narrow door beside the tree stump.

There was a deep sink in one corner for cups and hands and brushes, and in another was a cot. Canvases were racked like toast on the floor either side of a heavy, paint-spattered workbench crowded with tins and jars and tubes of paint. Reference material was tacked up on the wall behind it—close-ups of fingernails and wrists, wattle buds and rotting fruit—and on the back wall hung Harry’s work in progress. A painting might take him months to finish, or less than a week if he wound right into it. Occasionally, a blue van came loaded with racks and rolls of plastic, and drivers who wore white gloves to wrap Harry’s finished canvases and slide them carefully into the back.

Only one of Harry’s paintings hung in the house, on the far side of the wall that split the kitchen from the family room. It was too big for the space, Harry said, but he’d gifted it to Nanny in their early days, so Restoration was hers to keep or sell, and hang wherever she wanted.

‘Lee says he’d get a good price for it,’ I heard Harry tell her once.

‘Good thing it’s not Lee’s,’ Nanny said, and Harry bent to kiss the top of her head.

Lee was Harry’s agent who sold his paintings, which hung in galleries in Perth and Sydney. He sent Harry cheques and contracts and nagged him to leave Langomar when his paintings won prizes (and they did win prizes). Restoration was the last piece Harry did before he found his niche, Lee said. A riotous soup of colour—reds and rusts and all the oranges of homemade marmalade with bright whites dotted here and there, and chocolate-brown scratches like ribs, deliberate and purposeful—it would be worth a lot one day, he knew.

‘What is it?’ I asked Nanny many times, but she only ever smiled and shook her head.

Once, Ned brought a letter from a mining magnate, asking if Harry would take a private commission. ‘Entitled wanker,’ Harry scoffed, tossing the page onto the kitchen counter so that Esther, who was rolling pastry, could take a look.

She paused to read it, and her eyes opened wide. ‘Is it worth considering, though?’

‘Oh!’ Harry said, as if she’d shared a bright idea. ‘Think I should whore it up for the money, do you?’

For a raw moment no one spoke or moved, then Esther resumed her rolling.

Harry leaned in close. ‘Am I not paying you enough?’ It was a whisper salted with menace.

She didn’t answer him but shook her head, her eyes on the pie crust, and as suddenly as Harry had leaned in he pulled away, but he asked her to sweep out his studio later, and she came back with a bruise the shape of Tasmania on her shoulder.

He can be a hard bastard, Ned had said, and I saw that Esther knew it too. Every time she said, ‘Go on now,’ and planted herself between us and the drumming of Harry’s fingers on a doorframe when something had been knocked or dropped or broken. Or, ‘Go on now, I’ll see to it,’ when he called for something.

The first painting I saw Harry working on was of a woman, naked from the waist up and with her arms above her head, one booted foot on an upturned chair. Gabe had warned me not to speak—we were to set plate and bottle on the bench and bring back any dirty dishes—but I recognised the pearl around the woman’s neck. ‘Is it Esther?’ I asked him, though even as I saw it was, there was something in the woman that was not.

Harry froze, his back towards me, and from the corner of my eye I saw Gabe’s hand fly to his mouth. ‘It is Esther’s form,’ Harry said, speaking slowly—deliberately—as if it cost him. ‘It is the physiology of a woman with Esther’s knees, Esther’s fingers, Esther’s tits. But no. It is not Esther.’ He turned on the final Esther, hanging inverted commas with his cigarette and his paintbrush and a bitter sarcasm.

I never interrupted him again.

Harry painted people in the midst of chaos. The poses he arranged them in, the mess he made around them, and the expressions on their faces made them more than portraits. ‘There’s a story behind every painting in the world,’ he told us, ‘and most of those stories are worth a lot more than the price some ignorant shit’ll pay for the canvas. You never sell them,’ he said, tapping the stub of a stained finger to his forehead. ‘No matter the price. You keep all that underneath, for yourself.’

‘I don’t like Harry’s stories,’ Gabe confessed, but I didn’t know how many of them he actually knew, because Harry never shared them. What Gabe meant was that he didn’t like the faces, which Harry painted last of all. They were never smiling.

‘She looks like she needs a poo,’ Four giggled when we first saw Harry’s painting of a woman trapped inside a fridge, her elbows pressed against her ears. I didn’t agree. I thought she looked like something had been taken from her. Something she had loved very much. Not long after, Harry called Gabe, Four and me to his studio where he squashed us together on a faded armchair.

Esther hadn’t wanted Harry to paint us. She’d warned him we wouldn’t sit still, told him we’d chores to do, but he waved her objections away like midges.

‘Just relax,’ he said.

We sat for hours. He wasn’t put off by our scratching, our wriggling to press the numb out of our backsides, our eyes darting like flies around the room. It was dark outside when he let us go, but he didn’t let us see what he’d made of us until a few days later, when the painting was finished. It wasn’t a proper piece, we knew. Just a bit of fun, he called it. A break between the woman in the fridge (which he’d titled Kathryn the Great) and whatever was on its way.

He brought it to lunch and propped it on the table.

The chair was gone, and Gabe and I were thrown up in the air like cups flung from a whipped tablecloth, but all there was of Four was Floppy Ted torn open.

‘Really?’ Esther said. Just that.

Four pretended not to care, but he followed her into the kitchen where we heard him crying. Keep your brother out from under his feet, Ned had warned me, and I kicked myself for having forgotten. I’d let them both down.
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Gabe had a book he filled with silvery sketches of things he found and saw, but he coloured things imagined: women riding dolphins; the spark and steel of planets overrun by robots. I saw Harry look through it from time to time or come up behind Gabe and watch him as he drew. ‘He’s going to teach me to paint,’ Gabe boasted.

‘Ned says he’s going to teach me how to play poker,’ I threw in. It wasn’t true, but Gabe nodded, impressed. Ned was a patient teacher. He’d taught us all to fight, to punch up and through, but that running fast was always the better option.

I asked Harry if he would teach me to paint, too, and stood quietly while he flipped through the sketchbook Santa had given me for Christmas. I’d tried to draw Old Ben but had so much trouble with his legs I’d rubbed right through the paper. After that I’d settled for rainbows, cat’s eyes, and a stick man in a cave that became a dog when it began to pencil-rain.

Harry tousled my hair with his big bear’s paw and clicked his tongue. ‘You’ve got a bit of time yet,’ he said. ‘Don’t be in a rush to catch Gabe. What he has …’ He didn’t finish the sentence but in its hanging was the understanding that whatever Gabe had was something that I didn’t. ‘You’re a lot like your mother, you know,’ he added. A plum rolled down the table to make up for the fact that I would never be an artist.

‘Did she paint?’

‘Oh, she painted.’ I remembered the story Dog had told us of the painting of Harry’s she’d ruined, and I wondered if it had been one of the canvases lost in the fire in the shed that may or may not have been started by Gabe’s friend Rocket. ‘She saw things her own way,’ Harry went on. ‘Quiet, like you. Thoughtful. Kept her own company. Stubborn as a billy goat. Like me, I suppose.’ He smiled ruefully, rubbed the stubble on his chin. ‘Gave us a run for our money, I’ll tell you that.’

It was as much as he’d said about her since I’d come to Langomar, and I wanted it to go on. ‘Dog told us about Ronnie Possum,’ I said.

Harry startled like I’d called his mother something nasty. ‘What about it?’ It was more a snap than a question.

‘Dog said she loved him silly.’ Those had been Dog’s exact words and the memory they stirred seemed to smooth Harry back the right way.

‘She wore an apron so she could carry him round in her pocket,’ he remembered, and drifted off to years ago, when Dog and Nancy were little and giving him a run for his money.

‘Dog said it bit her on the face.’

Harry gave a sticky cough and a deep sniff that drove something down his throat. ‘Yeah, well, it wasn’t altogether unprovoked,’ he said. ‘An animal can’t help its nature.’
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I don’t know if Esther followed a curriculum—if there was some authority answered to—but we had something of a lesson most days. Literacy woven into history and geography, with an hour of numeracy (not counting times tables, which came with the washing-up). We were copying state capitals, flowers and animals onto a map when Ned pulled in early one afternoon. We left our books and raced outside.

It was March, and the bush was the colour of reheated food. The tray of Ned’s ute was empty, which was unusual. ‘Dog about?’ he asked us.

Dog was surfing Flems.

‘Ready for a spot of lunch, Ned?’ Esther called from the house.

‘Go flag him in, will you?’ Ned said, and Gabe, Four, and I ran off to bring Dog home.

Ned, Esther, and Harry were out on the deck, spaghetti steaming between them, when we returned.

‘Staying the night?’ Harry asked as he pulled the cork from a bottle of wine, but Ned shook his head.

‘Got a pick-up at Jurien this arvo,’ he said. ‘Not a fella who’s happy to wait. Thought this ’un might want a ride down with me.’ He flicked a strand of pasta towards Dog, and Tess leaped up and caught it in the air.

Dragging out a chair, Dog joined them at the table. ‘And why’s that?’ Hair matted and wetsuit peeled to his hips, he used both hands to part a slice of bread that hadn’t been cut quite through to the board.

‘Ned’s found a job for you.’ Harry dropped it as casually as a soiled napkin, but there was care in where he let it fall.

‘Yeah?’ Dog reached for butter and a knife.

‘Got talking to a bloke who runs a place in Northbridge,’ Ned said. ‘Needs some help on the door. Five nights a week. Money’s good.’

‘What sort of place?’ Dog asked, and Harry’s finger began to tap the lip of his plate.

‘Gentlemen’s club,’ Ned said.

‘Yeah? Golf or bowls?’ Dog was joking, but Harry’s frustration was clear as the sky.

‘It’s a fucking strip joint,’ he snapped. ‘It’s a job, son. You know what that is? You do some work, you get paid. It’s how the world works. You can’t just wait for the next person to die. Pissed it all up against a wall, didn’t you? Easy come, easy go, you and your sister both. He’ll take it, thanks, Ned.’

Harry continued to eat. Great big bites. Ned looked at Dog, eyebrows up, waiting for his answer, but Dog’s eyes stayed on his own plate: the bread, the butter.

‘That sounds alright, Ned,’ Esther said, standing to serve. ‘Doesn’t it, Dog?’ Her words a gentle tug.

Dog nodded, once.

‘You can crash at my place,’ Ned told him. ‘We’ll head off in an hour or so, if that’s okay. I told the guy you’d be good to start Thursday. That work for you?’

It was Tuesday. Dog nodded again.

‘Problem solved,’ Harry said, back to cheery.

Gabe opened his mouth to ask a question, but Esther placed a firm hand on his arm and his mouth shut like a drawer. He would ask her later what happened in a strip joint, and why men were needed on the door, and who had died and left Dog and Nancy money they’d let go. She would tell him then, and he would pass it on.
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We missed Dog when he moved to Perth; we missed his ready laugh and the light he made of weightier things. But Nanny missed him more. She missed the morning kiss he planted on her cheek; the way he shook his salt-wet hair onto the book she was reading.

She skipped lunch often and took herself away earlier in the mornings and to her bed straight after supper. ‘Make sure she eats,’ we heard Harry telling Esther. ‘She’s looking like a bloody curlew.’

The first time I heard a stone-curlew, I snuck through to Nanny in her bed. Braving Harry’s temper at being somewhere I’d been told never to go, I stood in the doorway and whispered her name until she swung her legs out from under the sheets and tiptoed into the passage.

We sat together under the stars, halfway along and on the edge of the deck, where the height was right for flat feet in the dirt, and we listened to the curlews’ whistling wail. Nanny called them thick-knees and told me they mate for life and freeze in strange poses when they’re threatened. She said that feral cats and foxes had taken most of them. ‘The damage some things do.’

‘An animal can’t help its nature,’ I reminded her in defence of cats and foxes (and Ronnie Possum).

‘That’s true,’ she said, ‘but the English have a lot to answer for. Couldn’t go without the pomp of chasing a fox, but too bloody lazy to catch their own mice.’ We laughed together quietly, like midnight-feasters, and then sat listening to the thick-knees’ haunting call.

‘You know, your mother used to catch them,’ she said, after a while.

‘Thick-knees?’

‘Mice. She didn’t like the mess the traps made. Unnecessary, she called it.’

‘What did she do with them?’

‘She took them far away.’
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It was at least a month before Dog came to visit. We were surprised to see him—we hadn’t been expecting him—and we were even more surprised to see a girl climb out of Ned’s ute, tugging at the hem of her dress and tucking her hair behind her ears.

‘This is Kassie,’ Dog told us.

‘With a K,’ she said, in case it mattered.

Kassie with a K was twitchy as a sparrow. She tugged at her leopard-print bikini and giggled for no reason, and by lunchtime we could all see Dog was sorry he’d brought her.

‘Light as a cracker,’ Nanny said, but she was thrilled to have Dog home.

Harry didn’t like Kassie with a K and made no secret of it. ‘Met her at work, did you?’ he asked Dog, helping himself to coleslaw before passing it down the table.

‘For fuck’s sake, Dad,’ Dog muttered, but Kassie only laughed and reached for his leg beneath the table.

They left with Ned before it got dark.

‘Why don’t you stay?’ Nanny pleaded.

But they were shooting up to Geraldton, where a friend of a friend was having a party. Dog promised he’d be back to visit soon. (On his own, we hoped.)
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By May, there was a bite to the mornings. Four had always needed waking up but I didn’t always do it. Early one morning, I left him fast asleep, thinking I might sneak into the laundry-pantry for a Weet-Bix or a spoonful of peanut butter. Nanny was playing the piano, and with her back towards me and her fingers busy, I thought I might creep in unnoticed, but the French doors had a rattle I’d forgotten.

The music stopped. ‘Dog?’

‘It’s Winnie,’ I called.

A tick and a tock.

‘Come here,’ she said.

Expecting a scolding, I stood with my hands behind my back, focusing on the photographs in frames set along the polish of the piano’s top, to stave the prickle of tears coming. Dog and Harry with a dhufish; Dog and Nancy as babies on a blanket, and as teenagers barely recognisable in fancy dress; Nanny, young and reed-thin with her sister, who was shorter and rounder; Nanny and Harry on their wedding day. But Nanny did not speak. A print hung on the wall behind the piano. A man asleep, head lolling on his arms upon a table, while ugly creatures rose out of the space behind him. Beside that was a small, framed watercolour of a lipstick-pink armchair, the idea of a doorframe, light cast in from the side. The chair itself was something like familiar, its long legs curved round to the nubs of feet, and between those were a pair of little brown shoes and ankles.

‘She was about your age when she did that,’ Nanny said. ‘She gave it to me for Mother’s Day, as I recall. Though it might have been my birthday.’ She pointed. ‘That’s her handwriting.’

There it was, neat and pencil-soft: Behind the Chair.

‘Is it her?’ I asked. ‘Is it Nancy behind the chair?’

‘Who knows?’ Nanny laughed softly. Sadly. ‘Truth be told, I never knew what was going on in that girl’s head. Marched to her own drum, she did.’

We both stared at the painting.

‘Did she play the piano?’ I asked.

Nanny gave a shiver, looked amused. ‘Not an ounce of music in her.’

But I remembered Lew playing his guitar, Nancy with her feet up on the coffee table, singing along. ‘She had a nice voice,’ I said, because she had. It was easily as sweet as Esther’s.

Nanny smiled. ‘Do you play?’ she asked.

‘No.’

She patted the space beside her on the stool and, when I sat, arranged my fingers carefully on the creamy keys and pressed each one down in turn as she taught me what to call the notes they played.

‘No need for you to scurry around like a cockroach when you get up in the morning,’ she told me. ‘You’re to come straight through from now on, okay?’

‘Okay.’

And so my piano lessons began, and as it turned out, there was an ounce of music in me. I was not bad. And then I was pretty good.

(Still am, I suppose.)




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Perth, 22 June 2018

‘Do you still play?’

Marlena’s hair is freshly cut and coloured. I wonder what she might be doing this weekend. Something special, I think.

Do I still play?

‘Of course.’ Music is not something you put down like a sweater half-knitted. It is part of you, a thing you need-and-must, like reading.

‘And you still live with your grandmother?’

I have come to think of Nanny as the one who lives with me, but I nod, and Marlena makes a show of flicking through her notes—those yellow sheets—not quite a stack, but more than ten or twelve now.

There is a candle burning on the shelf beside Ganesh. The smallest lick of flame but it brings back other memories.

‘Do you mind it?’ she asks, uncrossing her legs, ready to stand and snuff it out.

‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘It’s nice.’ (Better than fine.)

‘Tahitian lime and vanilla.’ She pulls a little face.

‘Sounds delicious.’ (It doesn’t really.)

‘It was a gift from a client.’

Will she expect something from me at the end of this? Candles. It’s what we all give—what we all get—mugs and candles. And chocolates. Wine, if we’re lucky.

‘How are you, Win?’ Marlena leans forward, all care and kindness, and I feel a little guilty for the lies.

‘I’m okay,’ I tell her. It is automatic, like bless you or pardon me.

I feel Marlena is disappointed with my progress, but I am not sure how much of it she expects. Does she notice my running scales beneath the cushion on my knee?

‘Why are you here.’

Is it a question? I don’t want to hurt her feelings, but I’m sure she knows the truth. Would I give her more of it if I trusted the confidentiality I am assured of?

I cannot sleep for worrying about the fate of at least four missing people, but here we are wading through the very shallow mystery of why I did a stupid, stupid thing.

Keep it separate.

I shrug, and she makes a note I wish she would cross out.

‘Are you sleeping well?’ she asks me, and I nod.

‘Nightmares?’

Plenty, but I shake my head.

‘Voices?’

This I do not answer.

‘What do you think we’re working towards, Winter?’ She doesn’t often call me that and it feels designing when she does, as if she is sneaking up on something, like a cat.

‘You want to make sure I’m not going to do anything foolish,’ I tell her, and though she tries to disguise it as a milder move, I see her pencil lick her lap again.

‘Is that the right word?’

Foolish? Is it strong enough? I trawl for something better. ‘Reckless?’ I try. ‘They want to make sure I’m safe to be around.’

‘And are you, do you think?’

‘Of course,’ I tell her, but I am not as certain as I used to be.




CHAPTER TWELVE

Langomar, 1996

Dog came back without Ned, in a little blue hatchback with stickers on its window, and hand in hand with Chloe, who was tall and beautiful. Short shorts, long blonde hair and a second earring on each side. We all thought better of her than we had Kassie with a K, but still there was something cool in Harry’s reception. Come lunchtime, all his questions rolled her way.

Was she from Perth?

‘Born and bred. South of the river.’

‘No surprises there,’ he said, but without Ned, there was no one to appreciate his smirk or twitch of eyebrow.

‘Parents both Aussies, are they?’

‘Dad’s from Melbourne,’ Chloe told him between mouthfuls. ‘Mum grew up in the hills.’

Gabe asked Dog if he could teach him a couple more chords on the guitar that afternoon, and Esther tried to build a conversation around Chloe’s nails (which were a pretty colour), but Harry kept settling back on her like a fly.

Big family?

Were they close?

Did they eat together around a table, or with their plates on their knees in front of a television?

‘My God, Harry,’ Nanny said. ‘So many questions! Let the poor girl settle in!’

Dog took Chloe for a snorkel after lunch, and Gabe, Four, and I hung around them while they climbed out of their wetsuits and warmed up in the patchy sunshine. They raced back to the house with Four and me riding piggyback, Gabe whooping behind us; and later, when Nanny was stretched out on the daybed with her book, and Harry had gone back to his studio, and Esther was nowhere to be seen, Dog pulled Chloe into the bedroom that was still his, and the three of us plugged giggles with our fists as we sat underneath the window and mimed the faces we thought their muffled pants and groans might be making.

After supper, Harry called Dog away from a game of snakes and ladders so they could have a conversation on their own down by the woodshed. We couldn’t hear what they were saying but Harry pulled himself up tall, leaning over Dog, whose toes scraped at a root. There were shrugs and hands on hips, and everyone had an early night. Dog and Chloe were gone before breakfast (and Nanny didn’t speak to Harry for a week).
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‘Do you want to see something?’ Gabe elbowed me just after lunch a few days later. Nanny had gone for a walk, and Harry and Esther were sitting too close together on the daybed, passing a bottle between them. Four was curled up with a book on the orange beanbag, which had become his spot. ‘Do you, or don’t you?’ Gabe elbowed me again, and of course I did.

We took the long way, along the beach, to his house. ‘Are you sure?’ I asked before he swung the front door open. I knew Esther didn’t like it when Gabe took me home. We had enough of our own space, she’d told him. Meaning we Brunos (even though I was a Robins). To be honest, I didn’t much like being there myself. It hadn’t been their house all along, and the ghost of another family lived there with them in the dip of the couch and stains on the worn brown carpet. There were dim rectangles on walls, and books that were not Esther’s: The Merck Manual of Diagnosis and a full set of Encyclopedia Britannica.

‘It’s fine,’ Gabe said. ‘Come on!’ I’d never been beyond the lounge room before, but this time he pulled me down the short hall I knew led to the bedrooms.

‘That’s Mum’s room,’ he said. ‘You’re not allowed in there—or there.’ The door beside Esther’s looked like it had been shut tight a long time. ‘That used to be Harry’s studio before,’ he told me. ‘Before the one he has now,’ he added. ‘There’s nothing any good in there.’ (Did he know that, or was he only guessing?)

A single poster was taped above Gabe’s bed, Peter Matera stamped beneath a footy player kicking so high I knew he wasn’t playing soccer.

‘Is he the best?’ I asked.

‘Ned says so. Ned says he goes like shit off a shovel.’ And from palm to palm, Gabe slid his hands apart as fast as he imagined shit might fly.

We sat on his bed while he rummaged in his pillowcase and pulled out a bikini top that I knew right away belonged to Dog’s friend Chloe. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘She left it on the line,’ Gabe said.

‘What are you going to do with it?’

‘I’m going to keep it.’ He clambered off the bed and took it with him to a chest of drawers pushed up against the wall. There was an action figure propped to stand on top, between a pot of pencils and a lighthouse made of clay with space inside for the sort of candle Gran used to have us light in church. Gabe handed me the doll, which had mismatched eyes and a sprout of purple hair. ‘This is Dr X,’ he said. ‘He leaves a trail of death and destruction behind him.’

I wasn’t surprised. He had a weapon for a fist, and a snarl painted on beneath his handlebar moustache. I turned him over, raised his arms above his head.

‘It’s not his real name,’ Gabe said. ‘His real name’s Dorian Exler. Harry brought him back from Sydney last year. He says maybe he’ll take me there one day. To Sydney.’ (In case I wasn’t keeping up.) ‘He said maybe we’ll go and live there.’ He was pushing it now.

‘Harry hates cities.’ I wasn’t really reminding him, just letting him know I knew.

Gabe shrugged. ‘It’s not what you want, it’s what you need sometimes,’ he said. Then: ‘Can you keep a secret?’

He knew I could.

Squatting, Gabe pulled the bottom drawer out completely, set it aside and reached into the space left behind to lift out a shoebox. It was squashed a fraction all around, and scuffed at its corners, but it was not empty; the weight of it was obvious in his hands.

‘You can’t tell,’ he said as he lifted off the lid.

Why would I?

‘Where did you get all this?’ I didn’t really need an answer; I could see he’d found it. There were odd things in the box, along with the usual wash-ups and dig-ups—shells and sea glass, a plastic pony and a broken necklace, the Qantas plane I’d given him on Christmas morning. It had been a present from the prettiest flight attendant and I hadn’t wanted to part with it, but I’d had nothing to give Gabe when I’d told him that I had. If I’d kept it, I would have treasured it out in the open, not shoved it in a shoebox.

I tossed Dr X onto the bed and picked out a red leather purse, white-stained by salt water.

‘I found that buried in the sand right at the top of the Steps,’ Gabe said. ‘This too.’ He levered open a pocketknife, stiff with age. ‘It wasn’t wet or anything, and it’s not Harry’s. Or Dog’s. Or Ned’s.’ He was talking about the knife, but I was wondering about the purse.

‘What about this?’ I asked, holding it up. ‘Whose do you think this was?’

‘That belonged to Lenora,’ Gabe said, as if I should have known, and he reached across and flipped it open to show me Lenora in rhinestones and laughed. ‘There was stuff in it. There was ten dollars and a card for borrowing books.’ He’d never known a library.

‘Where did it go—the stuff inside?’

Gabe shrugged and made a fart noise with his lips. ‘Harry took it.’ So, he’d shown Harry. ‘The card wasn’t even hers. He let me keep the money.’

I swapped the purse for a second bikini top—leopard print—I recognised as Kassie with a K’s.

Gabe rolled on his back like a slater, fake-laughing.

‘What about this?’ I picked up a silky brown feather, covered in dots and dashes, and fluffy towards its bare and bony end.

Gabe sat up and reached across to take it from me. ‘Never seen one of those before, have you?’

I hadn’t.

‘Rocket gave me that,’ he said, ‘the first time I saw her. She came in sneaky, all by herself, the back way. She slept on the floor of her car, and I wasn’t to say anything. You’re not to say anything,’ he reminded me, and I promised him I wouldn’t.

I hadn’t known there was a back way. ‘She must be really tiny to sleep on the floor in a car,’ I said.

‘She’s not,’ Gabe countered. ‘She’s very tall.’

‘As tall as Harry?’

‘Maybe taller.’

I doubted that. I doubted all of it.

‘How long did she stay?’ I asked him.

‘Two nights.’

‘How long ago?’

He shrugged. ‘Before you came.’ Then he bit his lip so that I knew there was more he wasn’t telling, but I didn’t ask. I knew who Rocket was. I have a friend as well, Gabe had told me when he’d crept up to my bedside on Christmas Eve, and he’d given me a feather too. I hadn’t forgotten how Gabe had told Dog that it might have been Rocket who set fire to the shed.

‘Mum says I made her up, but she gave me this.’ He held the feather up like an idea.

‘Why do you think she had a feather with her?’

‘I think maybe she liked the feel of it in her pocket.’

That made sense.

Gabe folded Chloe’s bikini top and put it in the box then replaced the lid. There were other things I would have liked to ask about—a pendant of clinking silver discs and a fancy box of matches—but we’d been gone long enough. ‘Can I have another look one day?’ I asked him, and he shot me a frown.

‘Not without me.’

It would never have occurred to me to have a look without him until he said it.

[image: Image]

I was practising the piano early one evening, Nanny’s wedding ring tapping the time on her gin and tonic. Ned had arrived, so there was ice in her glass. It was too wet for his swag, so he was staying the night in Dog’s room.

‘Give it meaning,’ she told me.

‘But I don’t know what it means.’

‘Then for heaven’s sake, find out,’ she said.

Esther was spicing a pan of beans for supper when Gabe announced, ‘I’ve been working on something.’ He was aiming this at Harry, who’d just come in from his shower.

‘Yeah? Give us a look then.’ Harry caught the beer Ned threw towards him and led Gabe out onto the deck.

I stopped playing so I could hear them.

‘It’s coming along,’ Nanny said.

Four was in the kitchen and I joined him slotting bread into the toaster. Esther had cracked the window for the steam to escape.

‘Opening up,’ Gabe was saying. ‘I tried to do like you said.’ He handed Harry his sketchbook.

Harry turned the pages slowly. He took a long swig from his bottle, drained it with another, and set it on the table. In one move he tore a chunk from Gabe’s sketchbook, took his Zippo from his pocket and—holding the pages in one bunched corner and taking a stride to the edge of the deck—set them alight. A lick and flare, feathers of ash, and it was all burned down to a nub, which he threw to the ground.

‘Harry!’ Esther shouted from the window.

‘Stay out of it,’ he warned her, and when he turned back, Gabe was away in a fast walk towards the beach with what was left of his beloved sketchbook pressed tightly to his chest, never mind the drizzle and night-time on its way.

Gabe didn’t come back to the house for supper, and the next day he wouldn’t speak to Harry. Harry flicked lures all through lunch: ‘Guitar’s coming along,’ he said, and, ‘There’s been a good tide. Reckon there’ll be a bit in the weed,’ which any other day might have been enough, but Gabe would not bite, and in the end Harry took out his net. ‘Could do with a hand in the studio this afternoon,’ he said.

Gabe’s spoon clattered in his bowl, but he didn’t speak.

Harry’s mouth twitched, just a little, at the corner. ‘Got a big canvas wants stretching.’

Esther’s eyes were boring into the side of Gabe’s head like Captain Kirk’s laser pistol. Still, he didn’t speak.

Harry got up and left the table. He opened the French doors and stepped out onto the deck, calling back over his shoulder, ‘Canvas, Gabe.’

‘Do it yourself,’ Gabe muttered.

Silence fell like snow. No one asked him to repeat it, but he did. ‘Do it yourself.’ Loud and clear.

Harry turned back, towering like a tree. Nanny watched him carefully, but Esther’s focus was still on Gabe, and she moved quickly. Duck-duck-goose around the table, she pulled her right arm back like a bow and smacked him across the back of the head so hard he fell off his chair. ‘Don’t you ever!’ Dark as midnight. ‘Don’t you dare! You can go to your room right now and I don’t want to see your face again today, you hear me?’ She was pointing towards the doorway, which was empty now. Harry had gone.

I came upon the three of them the next day, dust all settled around them. Harry’s hand was on Gabe’s shoulder. Perhaps in apology for the wreck he’d made of the first one, he’d given Gabe a new sketchbook, better than the last. Fancier, Gabe would tell me later, its pages thicker, he would show me with a finger and a thumb.

Harry was using his smooth voice, syrup on a spoon. ‘When something lies that deep,’ I heard him say, ‘don’t cut it out and show the world. Let them find it. Let them do the work.’

You keep all that underneath, for yourself.

What was it Gabe had drawn, I wanted to know. What had Harry seen of his inside and underneath?

Something Harry didn’t want out loud, but, Let them find it. Let them do the work, he’d said. Not forever then, just not here-and-now. Not us.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Winter settled in. Cold rain hammered on the roof, and gutters sent a steady pitch of water into the tanks. Wide eaves kept most of the verandah dry, and washing could still be pegged outside, and although twigs and leaves and sand blew into corners, and underneath and on top of and up against, nothing blew inside.

Smoke floated down past the windows as flames licked at the wood we stuffed in the pot-belly stove. Even when the hush became a roar, the walls did not tremble, the windows did not rattle, and the ceiling did not leak. Only the laundry-pantry, which had been added on, let in a dribble, which Nanny soaked away with newspaper.

‘Boots off!’ Esther shouted at every squeak of hinge, and gumboots stood on an old towel beside three big green umbrellas. Esther’s, Harry’s, and the one we took turns carrying to and from the dunny.

Inside, the house was as cosy as a bear’s cave in a bedtime story, and Harry would often pat a wall in passing and remind whichever one of us was closest that his family certainly knew how to build a thing to last.

Winter was not all rain, though; there were crisp, dry days when we fished from the Steps and combed the high tide for treasure. Winter storms turned up a harvest of rubber sandals which we nailed to the Thong Tree. It felt as if I’d never called them flip-flops.

Dog brought home another girl. This one had curly bobbed hair and a gap between her front teeth, and they came in a sporty red car that sat low to the ground like something about to pounce.

Marta was from Denmark. Working her way around Australia, she’d been picking fruit, waiting tables, and sleeping on beaches when hostels were full.

‘So, I’m coming out of the supermarket in Geraldton,’ she told us, accent thick as butter, ‘and here’s this guy I met in Perth last week! “What are you doing this weekend?” he asks, and here I am!’

There she was.

‘What were you doing in Geraldton?’ Nanny asked Dog, but he didn’t answer.

Everyone liked Marta. She helped Esther in the kitchen and gave her full attention to Harry when he spoke. She tickled Four and me until we cried, and she was strong enough to swing Gabe in circles by an arm and a leg. She told us stories of things that had happened to her on her travels, and in that she reminded me of Nancy.

Dog taught Marta to surf while Gabe and I cheered her on. After dinner on the third night, Dog told Harry he should join them on the beach. Gabe, Four, and I were flat on our backs on the daybed, throwing torchlight to try to catch a red eye in the bush beyond. Nanny had long since turned in, and Harry, Esther, Dog, and Marta were passing a cigarette around the table. Three empty bottles between them, their voices carried on the night. ‘We’ll build a fire,’ Dog said. ‘It’ll be like old times.’

‘Yes, come!’ Marta told Harry. ‘Paint tomorrow!’

‘You know what discipline is?’ Harry didn’t wait for her to take a guess. ‘It’s doing something you might not always feel like doing to get a result you want.’ It was complicated even in English, and Marta made no comment, but caught up and interested now, the three of us kids rolled over in time to see Esther lay a hand on the crease of Harry’s elbow. If it had been his other arm he might not have minded, but it was the arm of the hand which held his glass of wine, so, No more, it seemed Esther was saying. That’s enough.

Harry shook her off. ‘Yeah, maybe I will,’ he told Dog and Marta. ‘A night off, hey? Just like old times?’ There was emphasis on just, and it was a loaded look he gave Esther. Even from a distance, we could see the challenge in it. ‘Fetch us another bottle, would you, love?’ No hint of a slur, his words were hard and round and clear as marbles. Esther didn’t move, but Harry only laughed. ‘Fuck you, then. I’ll get it myself.’ He set off towards the laundry-pantry.

‘You go along,’ Esther told Dog and Marta, standing up herself. ‘Go on now.’ Shooing them like children, she followed Harry back into the house.

We waited a while before we went after Dog and Marta. Harry and Esther did not return to the table, but neither was there shouting or the sound of any sort of scuffle.

We settled in a dip between the dunes that overlooked the Lagoon, where we often lay on our stomachs in the afternoon, snapping spines of beachgrass in half and half and half again; or on our backs, fitting the shapes of clouds to animals, while the sand around us poured into our sleeves and pockets.

Harry did not join Dog and Marta. We watched them dig a pit and build a fire. We watched them swim out to the darker water, and we lay belly-flat and low while they rolled around together on a blanket. And later, as they lay sleeping in each other’s arms, Gabe crept close enough to take Marta’s bikini bottoms, and we ran all the way back home dodging the damp slap of them, as they flew between us.

No one had missed us. There was no sign of Harry or Esther. The plates were stacked as we’d all left them, and the candles had burned flat. ‘I’m going to sleep here,’ Gabe said, meaning on the daybed. It was something he did sometimes, and Four and I didn’t question it, though looking back now, we should have wondered why.

In the sleepout, there was something on my pillow. I thought at first it was a little mouse tucked up and tuckered out, but close to I could see it was a wing. Smoky grey, broken or cut, it didn’t look like it had bled. It was pink underneath only because it belonged on a galah.

I asked Nanny in the morning if Old Ben brought her gifts sometimes. ‘Like what?’ she asked.

‘Like birds and baby animals?’

‘Why would he do that?’ she scoffed. ‘He’s not a cat.’ Cats killed whatever they could sneak up on, she said, but Ben was a kind old boy. He might lick the pattern off a plate, salt from your knees or sugar from your fingers, but he never would have torn the wing off a galah.

‘I hope we see Marta again,’ Nanny told Dog quietly when they hugged goodbye.

Harry watched from the house, scratching a quiet itch pressed up against the windowsill. ‘This one’s alright,’ we’d heard him tell Dog in a handshake. ‘Just be careful. Don’t let them drag you under.’
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We’d all hoped we’d see Marta again, but when Dog’s sporty red car swung in a few weeks later, it was a different girl who stepped into the dirt. She was as washed-out as July. Esther said she could do with a bit of sun. Slip Slop Slap, we called her. They only stayed one night, on their way between somewhere and somewhere else. Ned happened to be staying too, but he and Harry took off in the ute and didn’t come back for lunch.

‘I’ve had enough of them,’ Harry told Esther. ‘You need to take it easy,’ he told Dog, the next morning. Slip Slop Slap stood beside the car, picking at the skin around her fingernails, the way Lew used to.

Dog just laughed. ‘Don’t lose any sleep over me,’ he said.

But it was too late for that. He was a worry, we heard the grown-ups tell each other; and Gabe, Four, and I all agreed that he wasn’t as much fun as he used to be.
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The next time Dog came in a long blue Commodore with stained upholstery and a sunroof, a sulky-looking woman behind the wheel and another in the back seat. It was early morning, so they must have driven in the dark, never mind the kangaroos. Esther and Gabe hadn’t yet appeared, and Nanny was still playing the piano. Only Harry, Four, and I watched them park beside the boatshed, too close on one side so they all had to climb out on the left.

‘Welcome the oligarchy!’ Dog called as they pushed their bags into his arms. He’d been drinking.

‘What happened to the Mazda?’ Harry asked.

‘There was an accident,’ Dog told him carefully.

Four wanted all the details—Had the car rolled over? Burst into flames?—but Dog ignored him. He didn’t take his eyes off Harry.

‘Anything left of it?’

‘Nothing that’d be any good to anyone else.’

Harry scratched his head. ‘Easy come, easy go, hey?’ He turned to take his mug of tea back to the house.

‘Ruskies here are keen to earn a bit of money,’ Dog called after him. ‘Rita, Kira.’ There was a character in Coronation Street called Rita. She’d been Gran’s favourite. It was not a name I thought suited the Russian girl (whichever one of the pair she was). They leaned on the car in denim shorts frayed at the cuffs. The sleeves of the taller one’s Guns N’ Roses t-shirt were rolled up. The other wore a loose singlet that showed her ribs and moles and the thin ends of a grey-green tattoo.

Harry turned back to face them. ‘Yeah?’ he said, as if he didn’t really care, but he looked them up and down, running a hand through his hair, which he had yet to catch up in a ponytail. ‘What do you reckon they can do?’

Dog laughed. ‘Whatever you want them to.’

‘We are dancers,’ Tattoo said. Her accent was thick and sultry.

Harry gave a snort. ‘Well, there’s not much call for dancing round here.’

‘Dog tells us you are an artist,’ the other one said. ‘So, you need models sometimes, no?’

Harry shifted his stance, putting his weight onto his back foot and sucking in his stomach. ‘Got any experience?’ he asked them.

‘Plenty,’ she said.

‘Well then’—he sipped his tea—‘maybe I’ll see a bit more of you after lunch.’
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Gabe, Four, and I didn’t like the Russian dancers very much. They did not pay attention to us like Chloe and Marta had. They did not help set the table or carry things out from the kitchen. Having each other, they did not need to make a good impression, so they talked together in Russian, and laughed at anything that amused them, making fun of Esther’s clothes and Nanny’s furniture, and I knew it was me they were mimicking when at lunch one of them took on a corn cob like a rat.

We snuck down to the studio in the afternoon, shimmied up the wall and pressed our faces to the high window beside the door, trusting Harry—with his back towards it—wouldn’t see us. The Russian dancers lay together on the cot, which Harry had dragged out from the corner and covered with a blanket. He’d positioned them in a tangle like sleeping princesses, but we could see they were not drugged, only acting. Guns had her eyes closed, but Tattoo saw our breath smudge the grubby window, and while she knew that we were watching, she rubbed deep in the dark between her legs.

‘She’s a dirty bitch, this one,’ Gabe muttered. It sounded wrong coming from his mouth, like chewing tinfoil, and I wondered where he’d found the phrase.

We did not stay there for long. There was nothing much to see that we hadn’t seen before, larger and louder in Harry’s paintings, so we dropped like gumnuts and raced off to better things.

Dog and Harry and the Russian dancers smoked sweet-stuffed cigarettes after supper, while Esther hopped around them like a magpie. They did not make her welcome. ‘Any of that red left?’ Harry asked her, and this time she fetched another bottle. ‘Mozzies are out tonight,’ and she lit another coil. In the end, she gave up trying to find a gap between them and told Gabe to say goodnight.

Nanny had gone to bed early, and Four and I sat together just inside the flap of the sleepout, feet pulled up and t-shirts stretched over our knees the way we used to tuck ourselves, in Lew’s old bed.

Harry’s laugh was loudest, and we watched as Tattoo trailed loose fingers up and down his calf and thrust an open hand into the dark leg of his shorts.

It was Dog who led them down to the beach like the Pied Piper. They carried chunks from the woodshed and pulled broken branches behind them through the bush, and Dog stacked the bonfire in his usual spot. He played his guitar, and the women pulled Harry up to dance between them until his legs gave way and he half-sat and half-lay then on a rumpled blanket he’d been wearing like a cape, drinking his wine from the bottle.

We thought Gabe would meet us in the dunes, once Esther was asleep and he could sneak away. It wasn’t far from their place, and we often met there in the still hours after ten just to lie in the sand and stare up into the purple-black, searching for satellites and shooting stars or some sign of extraterrestrial life, but that night Gabe did not come.

Four and I woke in the milky light of sunrise, a frill of whitecaps on the ocean. The beach was empty, the bonfire dead and grey, our legs a dot-to-dot of sandfly bites, and we wandered back to the house hoping Nanny hadn’t noticed we’d been gone all night (although I think I might have liked a little worry).

The piano was shut tight, and Gabe was mashing Weet-Bix against the side of his bowl, turning them into a cold sort of porridge, the way he always did. ‘Where were you?’ I asked him. ‘We waited all night.’

There was something empty about the look he gave me, as if he had no idea what I was talking about. I was filling him in on what he’d missed—the blanket and the bonfire—when Dog came in.

‘Where’s Mo?’

We didn’t know.

Harry was dropping Tattoo and Guns out on the highway so they could hitchhike to Coral Bay, he told us.

‘I thought it was their car,’ Gabe said. I’d thought so too.

‘It’s my car,’ Dog assured us.

Nanny arrived just as we were finishing breakfast. Harry came in not long after and poured himself a coffee. ‘Let’s go check those pots,’ he said to Dog.

‘It’s a bit early for crays, isn’t it?’ Nanny said.

Esther had told us that sometimes fishing was more about people spending time together than anything they might bring home for lunch. When Nanny missed Dog, she lay it out like a tablecloth, but for Harry it was tightened-up inside. Dog would be leaving soon, he knew. Driving back to Perth, where he’d told us he had a shift to work that night. For all their pushing apart, there was still a side of them that stuck fast.

‘Can I go with you?’ Gabe asked. ‘To pull the pots. Can I go?’ He shot a look at me. ‘No girls allowed.’

‘Too rough, mate,’ Harry was quick to answer, but Dog began tapping his empty coffee mug on the table.

‘I don’t know, Dad,’ he said. ‘I reckon he’s big enough to handle it. Think you’re big enough to handle a bit of rough, Gabe?’

Gabe sat up straight, seeing his chance, but Harry’s face hardened like clay. ‘I said no.’

Harry and Dog glared at each other for a long moment. It was Dog who glanced away first. He shrugged at Gabe in mock apology. ‘Maybe next time, mate.’ Standing up he pushed his chair away with more force than was needed. ‘There’s always a next time, isn’t there, Dad?’

We followed them anyway. Esther had swept the beach. She’d relit the fire and was burning all the rubbish she’d picked up around it. The tinnie was up at the north end, almost as far as the Steps, pulled well beyond the reach of the night’s high tide. ‘Why d’you leave it all the way up there?’ Gabe asked Dog. If it wasn’t in the shed, its usual spot was closer to the middle of the bay, where the old sink was chocked up for filleting.

‘Why do you ask so many stupid fucking questions?’ Dog snapped.

‘Hey!’ Harry stopped walking to glare at Dog. ‘You kids go on back to the house,’ he growled, and we did as we were told, but Esther was striding towards us, arms swinging and her face as dark as a storm on the way.

‘Shit,’ Gabe said under his breath. What might she have found? What might she know that we wished she didn’t?

‘Who was it?’ she demanded.

We looked at each other, raking through our recent misdemeanours, but we needed more from her before we would commit to an admission.

‘Who was it?’ she asked again, anger rising in her pitch. ‘Which one of you nailed a starfish to a tree?’

We all stopped in our tracks.

‘Which tree?’ Gabe shouldn’t have asked, because it didn’t matter, but I wondered too.

‘Who. Was. It?’

Gabe shook his head and turned up his palms. ‘Not me. No way. I swear.’

‘It wasn’t me either,’ Four said.

‘Winter?’
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Since none of us confessed, we were all punished together and sent to wash the tinnie when it came back, where Harry parked it on its trailer, ready to be wheeled into the shed.

We worked with a bitter silence between us, rubbing the hull with long-handled brushes, hose aimed carefully to catch each other’s corners. We were shammying it off, job done, before Gabe spoke.

‘You should have owned up,’ he said. ‘It’s not fair.’ He waved his bucket towards the boat. ‘This isn’t fair.’ Turning to face us fully, head cocked, he looked just like his mother. ‘And anyway, why would you put a nail through a starfish? That’s a really shitty thing to do.’

It wasn’t clear which one of us he was aiming at. We were lumped together as the enemy. The ‘them’ against his ‘us’.

‘We didn’t,’ I told him.

‘I know it was you,’ he went on. Two people in a lift, he meant, but there were three of us, and I believed Four when he said it wasn’t him.

‘We didn’t.’ Shoulder to shoulder, Four and I spoke at the same time.

‘Yes, you did!’ Gabe had told Four to shut up and get lost on occasion, but he’d never really shouted at me before. I opened my mouth to answer back, but he wouldn’t let me. ‘Of course it was you! It’s always you!’

It wasn’t true, and it wasn’t fair.

I could see Nanny and Esther stolen around the corner, thinking they were out of sight and waiting to step in, but Gabe saw them too, and it calmed him down.

‘No wonder your dad wrote to Harry, begging him to take you.’ His words sharp now, like bits of broken bottle on a wall.

‘It was Gran who wrote,’ I tried.

‘No, it wasn’t. That’s just another lie.’

He set his bucket down inside the shed, then he rinsed his shammy at the tap on the water tank and took it off towards the Hills hoist, while Nanny and Esther slipped away.

‘Brownnose!’ I shouted after him, but it was too late to do any damage.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Perth, 29 June 2018

Today Marlena wants to talk about the men.

There is a fresh box of tissues on her desk, an empty one in the wastepaper basket, the square end of it clearing the top like a ship going down. She doesn’t look like she’s been crying. Someone else then. Someone before me with a story that must have pulled them to pieces.

‘What was Harry like?’ She does not ask for a strong, fond, or favourite memory, and I am a little disappointed. (I have pre-remembered something for everyone, just in case.) Does she know his work? Has she looked it up? Had she heard of him before I landed in her office?

‘Complicated,’ I say.

‘Troubled?’

‘I don’t know. Not really. I don’t think so.’ Three different ways to say the same thing, and that brings back something, but I will not share it. Was Harry troubled? He was anything but. ‘He was pretty laid-back,’ I tell her. It is as close as I can find to the opposite of troubled. To tell her he was untroubled is not entirely true and not the type of trouble she’s referring to. ‘He wasn’t tormented,’ I say. (I don’t want her imagining Van Gogh or Jackson Pollock. Harry’s hand never shook. If something flew it was because he wanted it to fly.)

‘Was he affectionate?’

What sort of affection is she stalking towards?

‘Not at all,’ I say, and she makes a note that ends with the curl of a question mark.

‘I think he loved us in his own way,’ I tell her, although she hasn’t asked.

‘How do you know when someone loves you?’

The simple answer is you don’t. ‘He painted a robin for me once.’ Something I’d forgotten. ‘Because of my name. It was a little Jacky Winter.’ I still have it.

Marlena is smiling, but her head is shaking, and her look is apologetic. She doesn’t know any robin other than the fluffy redbreast on a Christmas card, but it doesn’t matter what she sees. That Harry did a painting just for me is all she needs.

‘Art was communication in Langomar.’ I say it out loud because I have just realised it. ‘A language,’ I add, thinking she might understand that better. We’ve all done the quiz: acts of service, words of affirmation, quality time.

She picks it up. ‘You think that was Harry’s love language?’

Not just love. ‘Not just Harry’s.’ I’m proud of you or even You’re doing okay was rarely said. It was a torn page or a harmony. It was Let me play you something, Let me show you something—a better way of doing this thing we do—Come in and sit down if you like (‘I’m getting nowhere’). It was food on a plate, a picture that told a story or asked forgiveness.

‘When Nanny played Rachmaninoff, we all knew that she was angry,’ I share with Marlena, but she doesn’t want to hear about Nanny today.

‘What about the men?’ she asks. ‘What did they do when they were angry?’

I don’t want to think about Dog losing his temper, and I’ve never seen Ned angry.

‘They went fishing,’ I say to stop her poking a stick in the hole.

‘And Harry?’

Haven’t I already told her? ‘Harry painted.’

‘Does he still communicate through his art?’

Isn’t that what artists do?

I think of the last piece I saw of Harry’s, an elderly queen casting off her skin like a spider. I don’t remember what he called it. I remember Kathryn the Great, and the Russian strippers who became Snakes on a Grill. I remember Valerie’s Tigers, which I still think of as his best work.

‘Not with us,’ I say. With us, he doesn’t communicate at all.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Langomar, 1996

Ned had stopped by only recently with ice and groceries, and it had been a stormy week, with talk of floods and likely delays, so we were surprised when only a few days later Old Ben set up barking at the clatter of his ute. Schoolbooks were abandoned and Gabe, Four, and I scrambled outside, Esther following. The last time Ned had pulled in with an empty tray, he’d taken Dog away with him. ‘Harry about?’ he asked us, knowing that he wouldn’t be. Knowing that mid-morning, Harry was painting and not to be disturbed.

‘Everything alright, Ned?’ Esther asked him, and he didn’t say no, but he didn’t say yes, either. Something about him was fidgety and as grey as the sky. He pulled a crumpled newspaper from the seat beside him. ‘Go get your grandad, will you?’ He knew what he was asking. Knew we weren’t allowed anywhere near Harry and his studio at that time in the morning.

The three of us exchanged looks that worried at the urgency of Ned’s instruction, and wondered which of us he meant, because Gabe himself didn’t know for sure whether Harry was his grandad or his father or no more than a family friend.

‘Go on,’ Esther told us.

We ran together around the house, across the dirt and along the path. ‘Ned says to come,’ we shouted as we banged on the door, before he had a chance to lose his temper.

‘Someone hurt?’

‘No.’ But then we thought of Dog. ‘We don’t think so,’ Gabe said.

We ran to keep up with Harry’s long legs. Esther, Ned, and Nanny were at the kitchen table with a pot of tea between them when we arrived.

The men shook hands. ‘You kids, scram,’ Harry told us. ‘Sneak back and I’ll wind you!’ he called after us, but still we crept around the house and crawled into the laundry-pantry and tucked in beside the potatoes where we knew no one would see us unless they went for biscuits.

‘… speculating,’ Ned was saying by the time we got to listening, ‘but it’s not the first time, is it?’

‘There’s too much bloody smoke for there to be no fire,’ Harry said.

‘Mate, it’s open-shut.’ Ned’s voice was calm and careful. ‘And this other one’—a rustle of paper—‘they’re going to pin it on him.’

‘He’s a fucking cannon.’

‘So, what are you going to do?’ Esther asked, and we imagined headshakes, splayed fingers, and puffed cheeks.

Ned spoke again. ‘I don’t reckon you’ve got a lot of time.’

‘How soon are you back up?’ Nanny asked.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Ned said. ‘I can turn around smart and have him here tonight. Just give me the nod.’

‘Will he come?’ Esther sounded doubtful.

‘You got stuff that’ll do it?’ Harry asked, and Ned must have nodded. ‘Then do it. Please.’ It was not a word I’d known him to use before. ‘Fuck,’ then, and louder, fists rattling the table: ‘Fuck!’

‘I’ll bring him,’ Ned said, ‘but if they find him here, they’ll pull you under with him. You know that.’

‘Yeah.’ Harry took a deep breath and held it. ‘I’ll take him—’

‘Nah, mate,’ Ned interrupted. ‘Best I don’t know this time.’

This time.

‘I reckon he’s been gambling again,’ Gabe whispered.

I’d only heard Dog talk of betting once, when he’d said he’d won some on a fight back in England, but I nodded.

We recognised the clatter of the table being cleared, and crawled back through the screen door so when the grown-ups came outside we were slouching around Ned’s ute, looking like we’d been there all along.

‘Hungry?’ Ned offered us Chiko Rolls from a bag on the front seat.

‘No, thanks,’ said Four, turning up his nose.

Ned knew I didn’t like them either, but Gabe took two.

‘Give this to Harry, will you?’ Ned handed the thick white envelope to me because Gabe’s fingers were already greasy.

‘What is it?’

‘None of your business, I’d say.’
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Ned was back closer to morning than the middle of the night. Old Ben was quietened by Harry, who waited outside in his dressing-gown while Four and I watched from the dark end of the deck. They swung Dog’s legs out, propped him up to stand, and walked him between them to his bed.

‘He must be drunk,’ Four whispered, but it wasn’t that.

You got stuff that’ll do it?

‘He’s drugged,’ I whispered back.

Ned stayed for barely half an hour. He and Harry had a beer each, sitting in the cab, talking and rubbing their faces like men with the worries of kings, until eventually Harry climbed out, took Ned’s empty bottle and shook his hand. Nanny appeared out of the orange dawn with a flask and a paper bag, and she kissed Ned through his open window.

Esther was up soon after, but Gabe slept late into the morning, which was unusual. ‘He must be coming down with something,’ Esther said, and when Gabe emerged, he really looked unwell. His hair stuck with a clammy sweat and the thin skin beneath his eyes was olive-green and ticking. They all said it was the Chiko Roll and sent him back to bed, but, ‘There’s something going round, love,’ Nanny told Dog when he stumbled from his own bed, mid-afternoon.

‘There sure is, isn’t there, son?’ Harry said pointedly, but Dog wasn’t needled. ‘Something you can be getting on with?’ Harry asked Four and me, which was telling us to get lost. We weren’t brave enough to listen in without Gabe, so we wandered down to the beach instead. We sat for a long time on the Steps and watched a late whale with her calf rolling and sounding beyond the reef. Short sprays and shallow dives. It was Dog who’d taught us what to look for.

Gabe was sick all day and through the night. Esther said he had it coming out both ends, and I heard her arguing with Harry, who wouldn’t let her take him to a doctor. ‘It’s just a bug,’ Harry insisted, but she kept on. ‘You need to wise up,’ he told her in angry whispers. ‘They get your name on the books and where do you think you’re going?’

‘You said you’d sort that out,’ Esther hissed back. ‘You said once we got—’ But she saw me then and stopped. Harry saw me too and took the quiet I brought to pull Esther into a hug.

‘It’s alright, love,’ he said. ‘It’s all underway, but these things take time. You know they do. First thing tomorrow, I’ll duck up to Gero and make some calls.’

And true to his word, early next morning he took off in his truck.

Dog stayed in his room and Esther stayed with Gabe, and Nanny walked with Four and me along the beach. The whales were closer than they’d been the day before, resting in the shelter of the bay while the pressure lowered all around us.

‘There’s a storm brewing,’ Nanny said. ‘A big one by the feel of things.’

‘Sick calf, by the sound of it,’ Harry said at suppertime, when I tried to fill the empty space that Gabe had left with chatter of my own.

‘I’m heading off tomorrow,’ Dog announced.

‘Where are you going?’ Nanny asked, and Dog began to answer but Harry talked over them both.

‘You’re going nowhere, son. You need to let us think.’

‘About what? Jesus! I’ve told you—I swear to you—’

It was Nanny who stopped Dog finishing. ‘There’ll be no swearing,’ she said, though there was often plenty. There’ll be no talk of this here and now, is what she meant. Because Four and I were there.
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The storm came in late that evening and raged all night, but by morning it had calmed right down. I was at the piano, practising without actually pressing the keys, when Dog wandered through. He glanced across at my clack-clacking and smiled. I’d missed it. I missed him when he was gone. I missed the how-he-used-to-be when he came back. I loved him as much as I remembered ever loving Lew. Whatever trouble his gambling had got him into in the city, I forgave him.

Nanny was making coffee in the dull silver pot that stood on the flame and drip-dripped it through. Harry was already in his studio.

‘Your dad got your board out for you,’ Nanny said. ‘I’ll make you a coffee and then you get on down to the beach. A surf will sort you out.’ There was warmth in it.

‘Yeah-nah.’ Dog took the mug Nanny handed him and blew before he sipped from it.

‘Yes,’ she insisted. ‘Harry says the storm’s pushed it up nicely. There’s some good sets coming through.’

Dog’s nod was hesitant at first but it quickly gained momentum. He looked out the window, gauging the wind in the trees.

‘Can I come?’ I ventured. It was Gabe who Dog took surfing—I didn’t like my head underwater, and Four still hadn’t learned to swim—but Gabe was sweating in his bed, crazy-dreaming in a mess of damp sheets while Esther lay cloth after cloth on his forehead.

‘It’ll be too big for you, mate,’ Dog said.

‘You can keep Ben company,’ Nanny offered. Old Ben liked to wait with Dog’s towel on the beach, and in truth I preferred to do that too. There was no question which one Four favoured.

Nanny sent us off with hot chocolate in a thermos that had a cup for a lid. It was extra sweet and smelled something like the biscuits Esther made, and Four and I sat in the scrub fringing the beach to drink it, because the wind was knocking the tops off the dunes.

Dog had taught us to recognise the lines that built as they came in, to count the sets and gauge the time between them. Four lay down with a book, but I watched Dog catch three waves before I became distracted by a tick I found ballooning under Old Ben’s collar. Nanny would burn it off later; he wouldn’t much mind, there were worse things going on—he had a lump the size of a plum growing on the bony flank of his ribs. On his way downhill, Harry said.

It was cold when I woke up. The wind had shifted onshore and blown out the surf. Four was curled up like a hedgehog in the sand. Dog had come in and taken his towel, and Old Ben was barking far away.

It was past two o’clock, but Nanny was only just making lunch. ‘We fell asleep,’ I told her.

‘I hope you’re not coming down with something now,’ she said. ‘Esther’s out for the count. Harry’s still in his studio.’

‘I had a nightmare,’ I began to tell her but started to cry.

‘Well, that’s a fever dream,’ she said, and touched the back of her hand to my forehead. Four was shivering but steadier on his feet. She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him still.

‘Go on to bed,’ she told us, ‘and I tell you what, I’ll make a nice rice pudding.’ She knew it was our favourite.
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I woke sheet-wet deep in the night, shaking like a penny on a train track, a roaring in my ears like thundering rain.

‘It’s just a bad dream,’ Four whispered, and I was glad to have him there beside me. ‘Who do you trust?’ he wanted to know. Why was Old Ben sleeping on the beach? And where was Floppy Ted? I was in and out of consciousness all night, and if they were real questions then they went unanswered.

‘Dog’s gone,’ Four told me in the morning.

I didn’t believe him, but it was true. Ned had picked Dog up and taken him back to Perth, as if he hadn’t been drugged and dragged away from the city only a week ago; as if what-to-do-with-him hadn’t sat for days now, as big as a cake on the table.

Gabe was up and about, but his legs were skinny-weak and he wore his dressing-gown like a coat at a bus stop on a cold morning. He and Esther sat in low chairs on the beach with James and the Giant Peach between them. Ned had given it to Gabe for his birthday, and Gabe had been saving it for summer, to read on the beach with me.

It was Four who thought Gabe might have taken Floppy Ted. We’d looked everywhere—in Old Ben’s haunts and corners mostly, as he was fond of taking things he fancied. ‘Do you know where Gabe keeps his special-precious things?’ Four asked me. ‘Because if you don’t, I do.’
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We took the path that rounded the boatshed, past the blackened patch that had mostly grown back. Through the bush, past curls of wire and collapsed palings, all the way to Esther’s house and through the door we knew was never locked.

There were blankets on the couch, as if someone had slept there. A thick white envelope torn open on the chunky coffee table. Stapled stacks of papers yellow-tabbed and strewn across a Scrabble board beside an empty wine bottle, the dregs of it staining the bowls of two big glasses.

‘Let’s look in all the rooms.’ Four was so bold I had to shush him.

‘Let’s just look for Floppy Ted,’ I said.

‘Chickenshit.’

I did not like his tone. It was brash, all knees and elbows, but I was still in charge, still the one who had the first pick and the final say.

There was something almost sentimental in our sneaking around. It reminded me of Gran’s upstairs. Creak of board and careful tread, and the tick of a clock on a bedside table. Esther’s mattress was a wide jumble of clothes and blankets. On an upturned box beside it, a mug with a skin of mould, a nautilus shell, a framed photograph of Gabe as a toddler, an empty packet of sultanas.

The door to what had once been Harry’s studio was locked, and no amount of rattling the handle made it turn. ‘There’s nothing any good in there,’ I told Four. (I don’t know if he wondered how I knew it.)

Gabe’s doona was piled on the floor by his bed, and his sheets were sweat-brown where his body had curled in a fever. The little lighthouse rattled at the pull of the dresser drawer, and Dr X fell down. We could see right away that Floppy Ted wasn’t in the box, but there was a fold of grey fabric which I lifted out and opened in my lap. It was a t-shirt, crusted black in patches, as if it had been wadded and thrown into a dying fire. The transfer on its chest had blistered and melted over on itself, but there was still enough of it for us to recognise. A red rose and the barrel of a gun.

‘Dirty bitch,’ Four said.
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‘We saw a whale in the bay,’ Gabe told us over lunch. Soup in the big pan, squat and steaming on a cork mat in the middle of the table, crackers in a basket passed around.

‘There are two,’ Four said, ‘if you look properly. They’ve been there all week, haven’t they, Nanny?’

But Nanny only shrugged as if she hadn’t noticed, as if we hadn’t stood together watching the roll of the mother’s pale belly, the blows of her calf beside her, as if she hadn’t held our hands and called Langomar a special place we needed to keep quiet and to ourselves.

‘That was a lucky spot,’ Harry told Gabe, as if we hadn’t seen it at all.

‘It was there for ages, wasn’t it, Mum?’

Esther nodded. Crumbs on her lip.

Things would slip back to the way they’d been between the three of us, but not right away. Since the starfish and the storm, and while Gabe had thrashed and tossed in sodden sheets, there’d been a shift in our alignment. I think we were all surprised by it—that it had slid not snapped—that it had happened so easily, that it might happen again (was bound to, really).

Four and I spent all afternoon out on the Steps. Gabe was right, there was only one whale now, but we would never admit it. We would lie come suppertime and tell them we’d seen the calf as well. Gabe couldn’t argue. He’d stayed in the house with his coloured pencils and James and the Giant Peach, while Four and I threw rocks into the ocean and tried to hit the stingray when it came close.

‘Don’t tell,’ I made Four promise.

As if he would.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Gabe, Four, and I were at the kitchen table with a plate of pink wafer biscuits between us, crumbs glittering the pages we were writing on—where, we’re, were—when Old Ben began to bark. Esther tossed her tea towel on the bench and strode from the kitchen to the big window behind the couch, where she stood for a short moment, one hand on its sill while the other burrowed through her hair nervously in indecision.

I don’t know how she was so sure it was not Ned—we couldn’t hear the engine right away—but, ‘Go,’ she said abruptly. ‘Go!’ Louder, firmer, a plan setting like jelly. She began to gather up the papers on the table, pushed them into Gabe’s arms and nodded for us to clear the biscuits into mouths or pockets, and to do it quickly. ‘Stay out of sight,’ she told us. ‘Go to the south end of the beach but keep off it. I’ll come find you. Now. Run!’

We hurried through the French doors, jumped off the deck and raced past the Hills hoist and into the dunes. We were not at all afraid; we were excited. It had the feeling of winter days we’d known at St John the Baptist’s, when the school secretary would come to class to tell us the buses were coming early because heavy snow was forecast, and then we’d be kept home for days. Snowed in, they called it, but we were never trapped indoors. We filled the streets with slippery runs and snowmen.

We were all the way down the beach before we stopped to contemplate who it might be in the car that by now would be cooling in the space beside the boatshed.

‘Do you think it’s got anything to do with Dog?’ Gabe said. ‘Mum says he’s in deep shit.’

‘It can’t be that deep if he’s gone back to Perth,’ I scoffed.

Four tried to raise an eyebrow. ‘If he’s gone back to Perth.’

Gabe slapped Four on the back. ‘Yeah, if.’ It didn’t take us long to decide we’d sneak back to the house and take a look. We doubled back to the Thong Tree and cut onto the path that ran between Gabe’s house and the boatshed. From there, we planned a dash-and-duck—from the shed to the water tank to the chook house to the woodshed—that would get us close enough, we thought, to see who was there and what was going on. We saw the car immediately—beetle-black, side windows tinted, a spidery crack running down its windscreen—but we didn’t see the man smoking a cigarette behind it.

He didn’t see Four or me, but he saw Gabe, who ran first. ‘Hold on, young fella,’ the man called. ‘What’re you doing out here on your own?’

Gabe froze, but instead of taking off, he puffed out his chest and cocked his head. ‘Who’s asking?’ he called back.

The man approached Gabe slowly from the side, the way we knew to net a crab. He wore blue jeans, a white collared t-shirt, and brown suede shoes. ‘The name’s Mack.’

‘Dorian Exler,’ Gabe said.

Mack nodded and took a thoughtful pull on his cigarette. ‘You live here, Dorian?’

Gabe looked around as if he wasn’t sure, but it was obvious he did and pointless to pretend he didn’t. ‘Yup.’ It was his cowboy voice. His Giddy up, and his Snakes alive!

‘Nice spot,’ Mack said lightly. ‘I grew up on a property a bit like this. Nice to have chooks. Not allowed ’em where I live now.’

Gabe nodded, as if he knew anything other than this.

‘We’re looking for Godfrey.’ The man called Mack spread it smooth as butter. ‘You probably know him as Dog.’

‘Has he been gambling?’ Gabe asked before he could think better of it.

‘You could say that, Dorian.’ Mack ground his cigarette with the care of someone who understood the threat of bushfires, picking the squashed stub out from under his shoe and brushing it off with his fingers before he dropped it in his pocket. ‘When did you last see him, mate?’

Gabe couldn’t remember (or pretended not to).

‘Have a good think,’ Mack told him. ‘Take your time.’

‘Couple of months ago, I reckon?’

‘You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?’ Mack’s tone was casual but there was the grit of eggshell in what he said.

‘Reckon there’d be no point in that, Mack,’ Gabe said. He was still playing the cowboy. I could see his jaw working on his tongue, pretending he was chewing gum, which was something Esther never let us have.

I don’t think Mack was fooled. ‘You do the wrong thing, young Dorian, you’re going to get caught,’ he said. ‘You’d do well to remember that.’

‘I will,’ Gabe promised him, and I think that was the moment he realised that standing there talking to this stranger was going to get him into trouble. ‘Gotta go,’ he said, and he sauntered off into the bush beyond the water tank, as if that’s where he’d been heading all along, imaginary spurs clinking, only just falling short of tipping his imaginary hat, while Four and I snuck back the way we’d come.
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We hoped Mack wouldn’t tell anyone he’d met the mysterious young Dorian Exler, but of course he did, and Esther was angrier than I’d ever seen her. Angrier even than when she’d found the starfish pinned to the tree. The same tree she now found us up against, comparing our heights to old tongues of rubber marked by younger Dogs and Nancies.

‘You bloody idiot!’ she shouted. ‘And where were you?’ Turning on me and Four. ‘What did I tell you?’ To all of us. ‘Stay out of sight, I said, and you march right up to one of them and shake his hand and give him your name and whatever else he asks for. Jesus Christ, Gabe! What were you thinking?’

‘You’ll catch more flies with honey,’ Gabe told her. It was something Nanny said.

Esther set off back to the house, thongs flicking angry little showers of sand behind her.

We ran to catch up. ‘I didn’t give him my real name,’ Gabe called.

‘You think that made a difference?’ she tossed over her shoulder. ‘Really?’

‘Does Harry know?’ Gabe asked, in a voice that seemed to settle her a little.

‘He does,’ she said, and that was the only warning we got.

Harry filled the French doors. His face dark as Vegemite, his nostrils flared, and his tongue rolling thickly across his top teeth, left then right. His hands were curling into fists even as his fingers worked the buckle on his belt, and with Esther’s hands grabbing at our collars, there was no way we could run.

I had never been beaten. Gran had slapped the tops of my legs when I was naughty. At school I had been shoved and thumped, but with a thump there is the cushion of a sweater. I had never known the bare-bottomed bend over a chair. The chill of outside air on private skin. The crack and burn that grows and stays. The welts that rise and pucker and split sore.

Four and I cried, but Gabe did not, and I remember thinking even then that something soft was hardening inside him.

‘You should have listened,’ Esther said instead of sorry, but she was sorry, we could tell. She applied the antiseptic with careful fingers, and for days she let us lie on our stomachs on the floor to do our lessons, but that first night we were sent to bed early, and none of us argued to stay up.

It was Harry’s voice that woke me in the dark. The wind had risen, buffering the canvas flap of the sleepout. It carried in the crack of surf rolling onshore and sheltered a quiet conversation from the wrong end of the deck.

‘I told you—I don’t bloody know.’

Esther was with him. ‘Alright, I’m sorry. It’s just’—in the pause was a pull on a cigarette—‘we don’t need this,’ on the exhale.

‘Work that out all on your own, did you?’ The cigarette must have passed between them. Harry sucked and held a high breath before blowing it out. ‘It’s too late to change things now.’

‘She can’t stay here, Harry. You know they’re going to question her eventually.’

Harry gave a short bark of a laugh. ‘She’s a lot tougher than you think.’ Esther must have pulled a face that said she doubted it. ‘You’re not all open books, love.’ (Women, Harry meant. Girls, perhaps.)

‘Don’t start that shit.’ It was tucked under her breath, but I heard it.

‘There are things you know nothing about,’ Harry said. ‘Things that’d curl your fucking hair.’

‘I know enough.’

‘You know fuck all,’ he said, and there was a warning in it: no more, and leave it be.

Neither of them spoke for a while. Hiss and puff of the cigarette nearing its end between the pinch of fingers, then: ‘Better to get her away from here, though,’ Esther said.

‘I’ll think about it.’

A gust of wind took whatever it was Esther suggested, which was long and low and turned down at the end, but, ‘Yeah, that’s not going to happen,’ Harry told her. ‘They stay together.’ It was firm as a handshake and followed by another patch of quiet.

‘Do you think she’ll manage?’

‘Mo? She can’t manage the lid on a fucking jam jar.’ Harry laughed and I thought he might have pulled Esther close because her voice seemed to be chest-muffled.

‘But you think she’ll be okay?’ It seemed to matter to her. Harry could have shrugged, nodded, shaken his head or made a face, but silence poured into the night like gravy.
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The thrashing was not all of it. The next morning, we were ordered to clean the tinnie again, and to do a thorough job this time, in our oldest clothes, with bleach and hard-bristled brushes. ‘I want every inch of that thing sparkling,’ Harry warned us. ‘You know what to expect if it isn’t.’

We knew.

The boat stank of fish guts and bait and the swill of beer and piss that stained the bilge. Gabe and I gave Four the hose and climbed inside to scrub off scales and leaves and hairs. Clattery little pieces caught behind the bulkheads, and we picked them free with one pair of rubber gloves between us, dropping the silty debris into a plastic bag we hung from the bait board—hooks and sinkers and bottle caps.

As children, we lived by finders keepers, but in advance, we had agreed to share. We knew there’d be coins, which we rinsed and set aside to divvy up later. There was a button, and something I thought at first glance was a pebble, but Gabe held it up and squinted close. ‘Can I have this one?’ he asked, too politely. ‘It’s not a pearl,’ he said.

‘What is it then?’

‘You can have all the money.’

‘What is it?’ I pressed, and he dropped it into my pink rubbery palm.

‘It’s a tooth,’ he told me, but I would have known it. Badly chipped and the blackberry blue of long-dried blood where its root had broken. It was an adult molar, we decided. Knocked, not wobbled out. We knew we would not ask the grown-ups, and I agreed that Gabe could keep it in his box of treasures, hidden in its dark and secret space.
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Nanny felt the changes coming. Was it a week or more, or only a day or two later that we came upon her on a folding chair beside the blackened oil drum, her face licked golden by the fire she’d set inside it and was tending with loose leaves of paper? She had a sketchbook open on her knee, and a glass of wine in one hand. The bottle leaned against a pile of sketchbooks at her feet, which she was fingering her way through one by one. She flipped and sipped and tore and tossed. ‘What are you doing?’ I cried. ‘Why are you burning your pictures?’

It was Four who answered. ‘She’s hiding them.’

‘I am hiding them,’ Nanny said. ‘I don’t like people going through my things.’

I felt the guilt of innocence. That is to say, I felt guilty even though I’d never been through Nanny’s things. Does she think it’s me? I worried, and on the heels of that I wondered who it actually was.

‘They’ll come back,’ she said. ‘They always do.’

We watched her tear page after page of flowers, birds and lizards, gum nuts and Christmas beetles. The dust of yellow wattle pressed flat stained pages. Lines of notes too curled to read, frilled well-worn edges. We crouched around her, wishing she would stop (or let us join in) but, ‘Not that one,’ she snapped when Gabe reached for a sheet seemingly adrift between the chair and the wine bottle. ‘I’m keeping it,’ she told him in a gentler tone. I could see no reason why she would. It was only a cuckoo. Ugly things, and we all knew they pushed baby birds out of nests to make room for their own.

‘Go on now,’ she said after a while. ‘Leave me in peace.’

When we saw her later, she was wobbly from the wine, and Esther caught her hands and tutted at the burns tipping her fingers. ‘Let me dress these,’ she said, and Nanny let her.

She did not play the piano in the morning. She could not play the piano for a while.

‘I think it might have been Rocket,’ Gabe confided. ‘She was here again.’

I had never seen Rocket, though Gabe had once tried to introduce us. He’d pulled me from my bed and dragged me to the beach, but there’d been no one there. ‘Rocket?’ he’d hissed. ‘Rocket!’ Fierce little whispers he’d sent into the night, but nothing had come back on the breeze. ‘She was here,’ he’d insisted, and I’d pretended to believe him.

‘Why would she go through Nanny’s things?’ I asked him now.

‘It’s what she likes to do,’ he said. ‘She likes to go through people’s things.’

Had she been through my things? I remembered the wing I’d found once on my pillow.

‘It wasn’t me,’ Four said, which made me wonder if it had been.

Gabe moved his box of treasures, just in case, and because some things had already gone missing, he said. The look he gave me was as pointy as a pencil, and he wouldn’t tell me where it was hidden now. ‘Best you don’t know,’ he said, parroting Ned, who we hadn’t seen for a while.

‘Maybe the police got him,’ Four had suggested.

‘For what?’

‘For helping Dog.’

‘Do what?’

And that was where we always came unstuck, because we didn’t know what Dog had done, or what the men who’d come had wanted from him, or why they were looking for him in Langomar, if he was back in Perth.

But the police didn’t have Ned, and we saw him again soon enough. He came tearing into Langomar one morning. ‘Twenty minutes!’ he shouted, as he leaped out of his cab. ‘Half an hour at most!’ A duffel bag we hadn’t known lived in the laundry-pantry was flung into the back seat, and Gabe, Four and me were bundled in behind it.

‘Go bush,’ Harry told Nanny. ‘Keep off the beach,’ as she fumbled with the laces on her boots.

‘Get down and stay down,’ Ned growled as we skidded back along the track, too fast for kangaroos and corners. We turned onto the highway and hared north. ‘Jesus, that was close.’ Ned’s hands were shaking, gripping the wheel too tight. The road was long and straight, and sitting up we twisted in our seats just in time to see a snake of cars with flashing lights peel off the road and into Langomar.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

‘I hear Dog’s moved to Queensland,’ Ned said.

It was the first time he’d been back to Langomar since the police had driven out and turned things upside down. ‘What are they looking for?’ we’d asked him as we sped away, and again later, in a calmer moment.

‘Never you mind,’ he’d told us. It was something Gran had said a lot. It turned mind-your-own-business around on itself and made it more about having overstepped a mark than the other person being cagey.

But they hadn’t found anything, we knew that, and everything was sorted. Whatever trouble Dog had been in would not follow him cross-country.

‘Sometimes a fresh start’s all you need,’ Esther said, and a smile tickled the corners of her mouth. That’s when Harry announced he was going to Sydney for three or four months, maybe six, but he wouldn’t suffer any more than that. Cities didn’t suit him, he said, but Lee had been twisting his arm to take a residency in a studio above a gallery in Paddington, and, ‘It’s time I gave him something,’ he told Nanny. He was going alone. ‘Sometimes it’s not what you want, it’s what you need,’ he said (which made me doubt that it was Lee alone who’d done the twisting).

All the facts and figures came from the thick white envelope Ned had delivered. The deal compressed within it. The when and where and what for (and how much).

Gabe, Four, and I imagined Harry’s Paddington studio much like the one he had already. Great spattered canvases, oily rags and old plates skinned with pats of paint, but with windows looking out over the Opera House or the Harbour Bridge. There’d be prints of his work for sale, Harry said. Limited editions. And we pictured a wide and general public wandering through the gallery downstairs, looking for a leaflet that might explain the rubbish circling Kathryn the Great, or the red-brown spatters up the legs of the woman with Esther’s tits, which he’d called Considering Jennifer. Lee had organised reproductions of all his pieces, and Harry showed us photographs of works we’d never seen. There was a whole series titled Lenora with Only One Shoe, and Gabe and I exchanged looks and wondered if it was the same Lenora whose purse Gabe had found buried at the top of the Steps. We did not ask. We’d had a taste of Harry’s belt and didn’t want another.

‘He’s going to hate it there,’ we wagered. All the stickybeaks and questions. Two months at most, we reckoned quietly, but we were excited too, for the fact that he’d be gone a while, for the presents he might send and would certainly bring back. We didn’t mind that we weren’t going with him, but we were beyond disappointed when we were told that the rest of us would be staying with Nanny’s sister in Perth.

Six months. Not long at all for the one going away, but too long, it seemed, for the rest of us to be left at home alone.

‘But Dog will come back, if you tell him he has to,’ Gabe reasoned. ‘Ned can come and stay. I’m pretty handy around the place. You always say so, Harry. I know what to do when the generator trips, and Winnie and me can chop the wood, can’t we? Can’t we, Win?’

I said we could.

‘I’m pretty good with the chainsaw,’ Gabe went on. ‘I’m really good with the chainsaw, Harry. You know I am.’

But Harry would not be swayed.

Nanny wasn’t happy.

‘Six months tops,’ Harry promised her, his arm around her shoulders and a yellow knuckle tracing the slim bridge of her nose. She let her cheek rest on his chest, which was bare and grey-haired between the buttons of his open shirt, and he kissed the top of her head. There was love left between them. Their fingers often traced each other’s at the table. They did not sleep in separate beds. ‘I’m going to miss you, Mo,’ he told her.

‘Six months, no more,’ she warned him. ‘This is my home,’ she said.

‘Alison’s place is yours as well,’ Harry reminded her, but Nanny’s sister had lived much longer in the house that they’d grown up in. Alison had gone back long before any will was read to nurse their mother, then spoonfed their father, with years between either of them letting go.

‘She was more suited to that sort of thing,’ we’d heard Nanny say, but there was a scab of awkwardness that could have been shame, and some sense of reckoning nibbled at her fingers. It had been a long time since she’d seen her sister, but no one would say why.

‘What’s she like?’ we asked.

It was Ned who tried to reassure us. ‘She’s looking forward to meeting you, hey.’

‘Well, of course she is,’ Nanny chipped in, in what could have been a gentler tone.

‘You’ll like her,’ Ned assured us. ‘She’s a good sort. She’s a teacher. You’ll be going to her school. It’s a nice one—it seems nice—nice enough.’

It grew clear that Ned and Alison were friends. He took her Nanny’s news, and she made him the sort of meals he wouldn’t cook himself.

There was no point building a Christmas tree that year, Harry said, but we did it anyway. We’d been collecting driftwood for months, and there would still be presents, Esther promised. We would not be leaving Langomar until the new year, although the grown-ups had already started packing boxes. There would still be crayfish and bonbon-crackers, and Esther took Gabe, Four, and me to visit Santa in Geraldton on Christmas Eve.

‘It’s the same bloke as last year,’ Gabe grumbled as we waited in the line. We all knew he wasn’t the real McCoy (and not just from his sock-boots). His hair was red beneath his beard, and his eyes were bloodshot. There was a lucky dip for boys and girls, guarded by an elf, but Gabe’s was the only gift worth having.

Jealousy left Four freckled mean and he pinched Gabe on the escalators coming down.

‘Don’t.’ I shoved him, but Gabe only took a step closer to his mother and held her hand.

‘Baby,’ Four hissed, and I shoved him again.

I made sure I sat between them in the back of the truck on the way home, and Gabe let me hold his triple set of nail polish. Mulberry Kisses, Perfect Plum, and Purple Rain. ‘That was a really lucky dip,’ I told him, but he didn’t say, ‘I know,’ or, ‘You can have one if you like.’

‘Shouldn’t we have got something for Alison?’ Four said.

‘How come she’s never been to visit?’ I asked.

Christmas would be gone by the time we got there, Esther said, and why Alison had kept her distance was a question better put to someone else. The problem was that no one else wanted to answer it.

‘There’s a bit of history there,’ was all Harry had conceded.

I put it to them all again when Christmas Day was done. Gifts exchanged; scraps of paper scattered from a long game of charades. Night had fallen and mosquito coils tilted in saucers around our feet. Bread and cheese, and Christmas ham on a platter in the middle of the table.

‘My sister favours drunks and strays and runaways,’ Nanny said.

Esther tried to round its edges: ‘Fingers in a lot of pies, hasn’t she?’ and Ned cleared his throat.

Harry handed Nanny a wedge of sourdough he’d just buttered. ‘You’ll get on fine,’ he said. ‘You always used to. You can go to the cinema! You used to love going to the cinema together.’

‘I used to love a lot of things,’ Nanny muttered, but she took the bread and thanked him.

‘We’re going to go to the zoo,’ Gabe said. It was top of our list of Things to Definitely Do. ‘You’re going to take us to the zoo, aren’t you, Mum? And the museum. There’s a blue whale skeleton there, Harry—in the museum in Perth.’

Something passed between Esther and Harry, like a ripple that turns out to be a fish.

‘Esther’s going to come and help me get settled in Sydney,’ he said.

He dropped it on the table like a fork.

Nanny’s chin shot up, while Esther dipped her own and looked up through her fringe like Princess Diana. How long had she known? I remembered the thick white envelope torn open on her coffee table all those weeks ago. Two wineglasses. The remnants of a celebration?

‘What about Gabe?’ I tested. We’d talked incessantly of all the things we’d do and see together, and they’d let us bubble on.

‘What about him?’ Harry’s mouth was full, vowels chewed to stumps.

‘What about me?’ Gabe took it like a baton. ‘Am I coming to Sydney, too?’

Esther and Harry nodded in unison. Tweedledee and Tweedledum, Alison would call them later, but at that moment—and through the foam of Gabe’s excitement—all eyes were on Nanny.

Harry should have said her name. He should have put it as a question—sought her opinion, her approval, her blessing—but he didn’t. ‘You can visit,’ is what he said. ‘School holidays. I’ll sort something out.’

Nanny shrugged as if she didn’t care (or didn’t believe it), and Four’s face was thunder, so the spotlight of Harry’s attention shifted to me.

‘How about it, Jacky Winter? You’d like to see the Harbour Bridge, wouldn’t you? The Opera House? We could go to a concert there, see a proper orchestra.’ He was trying to pull Nanny in, but I don’t think she was even listening, so he turned his attention back to his supper. ‘I’ll have another slice of that ham, if there’s any going.’

It was Esther who rose out of her chair and leaned across his plate to serve him. She raised a second slice Ned’s way, but, ‘Not for me,’ he told her. His was the hand that settled on Nanny’s. His frown, his shake of head that said, This isn’t right.
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It wasn’t right.

It was the done bit of the deal that bothered Nanny. It was an effort for her to swallow for a few days, and she was only half with us cleaning and packing.

Gabe tried to curb his excitement but, ‘It’s not my fault,’ he told us. ‘It’s not my fault I’m going to Sydney,’ and you’re not. It wasn’t his fault Harry had chosen Esther above Nanny. It wasn’t his fault Harry liked him best.

‘I think Harry is Gabe’s dad,’ Four confided, and we decided it between us because it helped, although I didn’t want to be Gabe’s niece.

‘We’re still cousins,’ I reminded Gabe. It’s what we’d decided on the beach on Christmas Day. It had only been a year ago, but it had been a good year. A great year. The start of many years, we had believed.

‘It won’t change anything,’ Gabe promised us, but that was easier for him to say (his would be the better change).

I was brushing my teeth at the kitchen sink one morning when I heard Esther coming at a faster pace than usual. There was weight in the flip and flop of her thongs, and urgency in her pace.

She burst through the laundry-pantry as I was rinsing the sink with one hand and my mouth out with the other.

‘Just the person I want to see!’ The look she gave me burned.

Gabe came jogging in behind her, but he hung back in the added-on space, in the shadows of cans and boxes.

‘What have you got to say for yourself?’

I didn’t know what she was talking about. Racked the day before for anything I might have done—shouldn’t have done—might have seen. Could have stopped.

‘Nail polish?’ she prompted.

I set my toothbrush on the drainer.

‘Nail. Polish,’ Esther said again.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Gabe mumbled, scuffing his feet (his Perfect Plum toenails). I looked at my own, which were as plain and pink as prawns.

‘What happened to it?’ Esther demanded, but I honestly didn’t know. ‘Well, something’s happened to it,’ she said. (That was obvious.)

‘It’s only nail polish,’ Gabe said, but that wasn’t all it was. Esther’s anger was chasing something else. Something more and worse that wanted clapping shut and stamping out.

‘Maybe Four borrowed it,’ I said.

‘You borrowed it?’

Quieter: ‘I said maybe it was Four.’

Esther shook her head as if to loosen an irritation—a hair stuck or a fly. ‘I’m sorry?’ she said. ‘You think it was Four?’

Who else could it have been?

‘Where are you, Four?’ she called.

He wasn’t hiding, but would have been happier escaping notice. I heard the patter of beans shifting in the corner of the family room as he rolled onto his hands and knees and stood up.

‘Come on, mate,’ Esther called. ‘Chop, chop.’

‘Don’t,’ Gabe pleaded.

She waited until Four was standing between us before she asked again. He held his chin high, but he seemed smaller somehow. Skinny and implausible. I put a hand between his shoulders.

‘Was it you?’ Esther demanded.

I felt Four slacken, but he didn’t say a word.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Esther leaned right in, a hand cupped to one ear.

‘You’re being mean,’ Gabe told her quietly.

‘Am I?’ Esther said. ‘I thought you’d had enough of this.’ That stung. ‘I’ve had enough of this.’

‘But you’re being mean.’

She ignored him this time. Crossing her arms she tilted forward at the waist so her face was only centimetres from Four’s.

‘Was. It. You?’ she whispered.

But they were my eyes hers were drilling into, cold and hard, because she couldn’t really see Four, I could tell.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Perth, 6 July 2018

It is raining. One of those storms that comes every two or three years and takes half of Rockingham with it when it goes. Marlena has her back to the window. It is only early afternoon but both lamps and the overhead lights are on as grey rain slaps at the window.

‘To what extent did you actually believe in him?’

She is upset with me, I can tell. Her speech is clipped and she’s blinking too much when her eyes meet mine. Feeling cheated that I didn’t hand it to her sooner; or perhaps embarrassed that she didn’t pick up on it herself.

‘Do you ever talk to yourself?’ I ask her.

‘It’s not really the same thing, though, is it?’ she says.

I shrug. It is exactly the same thing.

‘Would you see him?’ Marlena asks me.

I would. So perhaps she is right, and it is not really the same.

‘Did he speak to you?’

All the time.

‘Do you still see him?’

This, the million-dollar question, the thing she wants to know above all else—even more than did he make me say or do things that I didn’t want to? Did he make me hurt things? Did he make me hurt myself?

I shake my head, which feels less of a lie.

Notions that are not mine. Thoughts that come from outside but find a way in. Sometimes I will think, It’s in that drawer, as if I have remembered, but how can it be my memory when I did not put it there? Put that down, he might say. Pick this up. Don’t worry. (Don’t trust him.)

‘Did he scare you?’

‘No.’

Did I scare him?

Marlena’s questions are tightly wrapped, and she is greedy for my answers. Gathering them like acorns and scribbling on her legal pad, she will sort and nibble later, but for now there is something sharp and keen about her. She is struggling to leave an adequate pause between each question. ‘Were there others?’ she asks.

There were not.

‘Was Four ever a real person?’ she wonders then, and this is trickier to answer without sending her to corners that may not take her weight and will certainly not fare well under the light that she will shine, the broom that she will use to bang at cobwebs.

‘I’m not sure,’ I tell her.

‘But you think?’ she prompts.

‘I try not to.’ Trying for levity, for the brushing of crumbs and the closing of book, but she is not ready for that. ‘I don’t think so,’ I say. Four was never real in the same way Lew was real, or Gran or Nancy, but I loved him like a treasured toy—a bear with the fabric of its nose worn thin, the only soft fur left inside its ears. Did I believe in him? Deep down I knew he wasn’t there, of course. Still, there he was.

I have not meant to trick Marlena, but she has her fingers tucked into her block of yellow pages. Discreetly flicking through to catch me out. She won’t. At nine years old I knew better than to insist they laid a place for him beside me at the table.

‘Do you think you were depressed?’ she asks.

‘I was lonely,’ I tell her.

She falls silent and I watch as lightning splits the Darling Range. She has told me I keep too much bottled up. She knows I do not tell her everything (why should I, just because she asks?) and she is wondering why I’m giving her this now.

‘Do you miss him?’

I wonder which of them she means.

I remember the way I felt when he was there beside me, foreheads on a window slick with condensation in the middle of the night; lying on our tummies under a waning moon, toes in cold sand, pulling roots as we whisper-giggled at the grown-ups on the beach; shoulder to shoulder, burying a secret, in the rain. Memories like hands in pockets.

‘How can I,’ I say, ‘if he was never there?’




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Langomar, 1997

On our last full day at Langomar, Esther and I stripped the beds. Nanny had slipped away early in her boots, and Harry and Gabe were running errands in Geraldton. It was warm and windy, and Esther and I were each to a sheet on the line.

With Esther’s calming-down had come the melting of something. It may have only been that, as our respective departures grew nearer, she realised that I was on the cusp of losing more, but it was as if she wanted to leave me with something, like a blanket or a bear or a scrap of fabric with a scent on its way to being otherwise forgotten.

‘You must miss your mum,’ she said.

I worried that my memory of her was slipping. Nancy was so seldom mentioned. On the rare occasions she came up in conversation, it was as if they were discussing a different person—a little girl.

‘Sometimes,’ I admitted.

Esther hoisted the empty laundry basket, slapping the sand off its bottom before she rested the edge of it on her hip. Cocking her head like a budgerigar, she took a long, slim breath.

‘I want to tell you something,’ she said, ‘but you must promise me you’ll keep it between us. You mustn’t tell anyone, not even Gabe.’
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We sat together at the kitchen table, a pile of underpants and socks to the side of us, and mugs of tea between our elbows.

‘You asked me once if I was your mum’s friend,’ she began. ‘I wasn’t entirely honest with you.’ She gave a weak smile—half grimace: a cartoon version of Don’t be mad at me. My reaction was a test of whether she would go on.

‘That’s okay,’ I gave her. What else was I to say?

‘We were friends,’ she said. ‘I got on better with Jan than I did with Nancy, but that’s not to say I didn’t like her. Jan and I just really hit it off. It took a bit longer to get to know your mum—she was harder to read.’

She was taking care and speaking slowly so she didn’t trip on words I might not like. ‘She was quiet, but not shy,’ she said. ‘She weighed people up before she weighed in. Do you remember that about her?’

I didn’t, but it’s different when you’re family. I might have shrugged.

‘We met at Wombat Blue—I think I told you that already?’

I nodded that she had.

‘I offered to take her and Jan sightseeing. Tours were expensive, and the family I au paired for had shown me around. You remember I told you I was an au pair in Rome?’ It was Gabe who’d told me but that didn’t matter. ‘Luca—the dad—was a history buff, and his English was flawless.’ She bit her lip and lost a minute faraway that made me wonder what else Luca-the-dad might have been. I remembered all the photographs Nancy had of Rome, sun-white and sandal-scuffed. I remembered things she’d told us about the gladiators and realised they were likely Esther’s stories first.

‘Your mum took such a lot of photos that day.’ Esther smiled as if she’d read my mind. As if she’d seen right through me. As if I’d spoken. ‘We took a train to Florence one weekend,’ she continued. ‘Nancy dragged us all around the Pitti Palace to see some particular painting. They all looked the same to me.’ A gentle laugh. ‘She was looking forward to Paris. She had all the galleries in her Lonely Planet circled and starred. What else?’ She tapped a finger on her forehead as if to wake more memories. ‘She liked to go dancing. You knew that.’ I did. ‘She loved dogs.’ I knew that too, though she’d never let us have one, only a budgie, which hadn’t lasted long. ‘She loved the food in Italy, but gnocchi was her favourite,’ and, ‘Oh! She had a naughty streak! Did she tell you about the time she got us a free bottle of wine in a restaurant by putting a caterpillar in the one we’d almost finished?’ Esther laughed at the memory, and I packed it in tissue paper and put it with the others. I was greedy for everything she had, but, ‘I think that’s all I’ve got,’ she said. She stretched an arm across the table and patted my hand. Her own was tea-mug clammy. ‘I’d love to see that photograph again, if I may?’

It was already packed. Hidden in the silky sleeve beneath the lid of my little blue suitcase, but I fetched it for her.

‘La Festa della Liberazione.’ She said it as if tasting something once loved that had not been on her tongue for a long time. ‘It’s a big holiday in Rome. A family thing, so the Tuccis didn’t need me.’ That hadn’t felt nice, I could tell from the little lump she swallowed like a sherbet pip. ‘Champagne and fireworks. The best combination in the world!’

Her finger tapped lightly on Jan’s necklace in the photo. If I’d noticed it before, it hadn’t left enough of an impression for me to have tacked two and two together, but it was a pearl on a string a lot like Esther’s own. Had it come in a smoke-grey box with a Montis ribbon? She was wondering. Had it been a gift from someone special?

‘That’s Franco there.’ Esther’s finger shifted to hover above the barman. ‘He was mad for your mum.’

‘Did she like him back?’

She cocked her head again. ‘Not the way he wanted her to. He was a bit full on.’ She started to say something else but stopped herself. ‘Nice guy, though.’ There was the flicker of a frown before she handed back the photograph, picked up her mug, saw that it was empty and put it down again.

‘Did you keep in touch?’

‘Not really. Jan tried to get me to go with them to Malta, but the Tuccis had asked me to stay on till Christmas. As it happened, I finished a little earlier, and I called their share house when I got to London. Jan was in Madrid—I suppose they’d fallen out by then—but your mum and I chatted for a while and arranged to meet up in Regent’s Park.’

She’d finished with the Tuccis more than a little early, I thought, if Nancy was still in London.

‘Why would they have fallen out?’

Esther shrugged. ‘She was heading up to Yorkshire, meeting up with …’ She faltered.

‘Lew.’

‘Lew.’ She nipped a lip between her teeth, as if about to say something she wasn’t sure she should.

‘What?’ I prompted.

‘Nothing,’ she said, but there was something. ‘Nothing,’ she said again, and smoothed it with a smile. ‘Did they keep in touch, do you know? Nancy and Jan?’

I’d only ever seen Jan in the photographs. I’d only ever heard her name in bedtime stories. ‘I don’t think so.’

Esther didn’t look surprised. ‘Things don’t always go the way you plan, do they? They say friends are the family you choose, but there’s not much that ties you together. It only takes one to let go.’ She saw me trip on memories of Aunty Vi and Uncle John, who hadn’t even said goodbye. ‘Gabe’s going to miss you,’ she said.

I nodded. I didn’t tell her how desperately I was going to miss him too. How afraid I was at the prospect of going back to school—of having the wrong shoes, the wrong voice, of spit balls burrowing back into my hair—but perhaps she saw it on my face.

‘You’ll make new friends,’ she assured me. ‘Just keep your chin up and your shoulders back. Fake it till you make it.’ She winked. ‘I’m glad I got to see her.’ In Regent’s Park. She was glad they’d shared goodbyes. ‘She said she was never coming back to Australia.’ A plan which had run its course, and a little square slid into place.

‘Did she give you her ticket?’ It didn’t need to be a question.

Esther was still for a moment before she nodded. ‘I’d no family of my own. Any port in a storm, hey?’ Had there been a storm? ‘She told me I’d love it here, and what’s not to love?’ Hands spread in a gesture of cheerful resignation.

‘She sent you to Langomar?’

‘Not exactly.’ That same half-grimace. Don’t be mad at me.

Esther had been hitchhiking to Geraldton, Gabe had said. She’d stopped at Langomar to ask for work. What sort of work, he’d never said.

‘What did you tell them?’ Harry, Nanny, Dog, and Ned.

A breath she measured. ‘I didn’t tell them anything. I haven’t told them anything. Nancy made me promise not to, and I’ve kept that promise.’ (Challenging me to keep it too. Nancy was my mother, after all, where loyalty lay.) ‘She didn’t want Harry knowing that we’d ever met.’

Only Harry?

‘Why?’ The obvious question.

‘I didn’t ask.’ Why would she have? Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Gran used to say. ‘I didn’t really think I’d meet them—that’s why I lied.’ About being Hettie, she meant, because she’d done so much more than meet Harry. I supposed she’d had a lot of time for thinking on the plane.

Fake it till you make it.

‘Did they know Nancy wasn’t coming back?’

Esther shook her head. Don’t be mad at her. ‘They didn’t know that she was going.’ She’d run away. Didn’t that explain why no one seemed to want to talk about her? ‘She inherited a fair bit when Mo’s parents died. It was hers as soon as she turned eighteen. Dog had the same.’ Nancy’s running-away money. Easy come, easy go. There’d certainly been none spare when she’d settled in Harrogate; and Dog had pissed his up against a wall.

‘I won’t tell,’ I said—Esther’s part in it all—and I meant it. Whether it was loyalty to my mother, or the childish thrill of a secret kept between two, or the understanding that Harry would tear it all up like a first draft, and Nanny would ball it like a tissue, and in Gabe’s care it would slip into his box of treasures and be ours then, not mine (and mostly his). Maybe it was simply that I knew what I’d lose if I did.

Esther tugged gently on the pearl around her neck and nodded towards the photograph on the table between us. ‘I’m going to trust you won’t show that to anyone else,’ she said, ‘but you keep it in a safe place, please.’ The trump card that would knock her off her perch and light a match beneath the tinder of bush around it.




CHAPTER TWENTY

Alison’s front garden was hedged and fenced, but the wide wooden gate had been open so long that jasmine wound between its palings. Pavers patched a path to the front door where there was a brass doorbell that rang with a twist, but we did not need it. Alison had been waiting for the turn of tyres.

She wore wide-legged pants and a blouse that freed the tops of her arms to wobble when she raised one of them to wave. Tucked under the other was a little dog that wriggled to be set down, and she and Tess reunited in a confusion of cocked legs and wagging tails. ‘You won’t mind Belle,’ Ned had told us. ‘She’s a bit licky, but.’ But nothing. I was used to it ending a sentence now.

There was a scratch of lipstick on Alison’s front teeth. Her eyebrows were thickened with pencil. ‘It’s been too bloody long, my darling!’ she told Nanny. ‘Ned, you’re staying for dinner!’ And then she turned all her attention on me. ‘My word, you are the image of your mother!’ She pulled me close and held me tight, then: ‘Come,’ she said, ‘let’s get out of the sun.’

‘Do you want to give her the tour?’ she called to Nanny, who’d gone in ahead.

‘It’s your house,’ Nanny called back.

‘Well, that’s not true, is it?’ There was a bit of bluster to it, a don’t-start-that, which would become familiar.

I hadn’t known many houses. Front rooms glimpsed from doorsteps (‘Penny for the Guy?’), porches stuffed with coats on pegs, umbrellas splayed to dry like cormorants. Where Langomar had been purpose-built and fitted out to function, Alison’s house was on-a-whim and fanciful. Postcards propped and quotes on cushions, notes on the backs of envelopes and cardigans on chairs; carvings and lamps and scented candles.

‘This is your room.’ Alison was a little out of breath, though we’d done nothing more than squeeze along a narrow hallway lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. ‘It was Nancy’s,’ she added, and my surprise surprised her. ‘You didn’t know that Nancy lived with me?’

How had I not?

‘She lived here when she went to high school. Year eleven and twelve.’

It smelled of paint. The bed was freshly made in white linen. The window looked out on a grey asbestos fence, a line of yuccas and sausages of dog shit.

‘I hope it’ll do,’ she said, and I thanked her and let her take another hug. ‘You’re going to be okay,’ she promised me, tight as a wish. ‘You, me and Mo, “Girl Power”.’ I’d not yet heard of the Spice Girls, but I knew Alison must have known about Four, and I wondered if she’d been expecting him. She pulled back, stroking my hair. Her eyes were the same cocoa brown as Nanny’s. ‘You’re welcome here, you know that.’

‘I know that,’ (and I did know that).

‘We’ve got you, Winnie,’ she said.
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Alison drove us around the suburbs and up and down the coast, so we could get our bearings. ‘You’ll find your feet,’ she promised.

We stopped for ice creams at Scarborough, where the sand was white and the ocean soda-blue and nothing like the Scarborough in England. ‘That’s where we used to go dancing,’ Alison said, pointing the last bite of her cone towards a building with a balconied second floor and chequered tiles around its windows. It was still a nightclub but not what it used to be, she was sorry to say.

‘It’s all changed so much,’ Nanny whispered, as if it were a secret. ‘That wasn’t here before,’ she said a lot. ‘I don’t remember that.’

‘Yes, you do,’ Alison assured her.

In Mount Hawthorn, ‘That big corner was all Bruno’s Stationers,’ she told me. Harry’s father had died a long time ago, she said. His mother had gone back to Italy and died there. ‘Didn’t Nancy stay with some cousins in Sicily?’

Nanny didn’t know (or didn’t want to share).

Back in Yokine, ‘That’s where she went to school,’ Alison said. They didn’t know I knew she hadn’t finished. ‘That’s the supermarket where Nancy and Jan both worked. They babysat as well, most weekends. Saved every penny.’

‘Obviously,’ Nanny said, but it was over-rounded, and her cheeks flushed a shade of there’s-more-to-that.

They didn’t know I knew about the money Nancy had inherited.
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Alison taught at Kapwari Primary School, where she was well-liked for her calm and kindness, for the listening she was good at, the morning teas she brought, and the things she did not shout on playground duty: ‘Don’t!’ and, ‘Stop!’ and, ‘Haven’t I told you not to?’ She turned her back on the climbing of trees and the running on concrete. She didn’t worry whether sandwiches were eaten. ‘It’s the ones eating every bit of crust you should be worrying about,’ she told me once, and I remembered my own ticketed primary school lunches-we-called-dinners, the mashed potatoes and the chocolate custard Four and I would finish with the scoops of our forefingers.

But I am slipping ahead. (Or sliding back.)

Alison’s own fingers were in a lot of pies, Esther had said, and it was true. She volunteered at a homeless shelter, and a women’s shelter; kept a change of clothes in the boot of her car and was sometimes called to ferry strangers in the dead of night. She’d disappear for weekends, visiting women who’d begun again and offering opportunities for them to speak truthfully, to ask for help or sometimes just to be told they were doing okay, she said. ‘It can be hard to resist certain temptations.’

‘Drugs and alcohol,’ Nanny explained. Drunks and strays and runaways.

‘Not always,’ Alison said. There were other things.

‘Can I come with you?’ I asked.

‘No.’ Just no.

But on Saturday mornings she let me tag along to St Martin’s, where the city’s homeless were served a full cooked breakfast by Father Timothy and a team of volunteers. I fed bread into the carousel toaster and racked it on its ends when it came out, and I came to recognise the more colourful regulars. Heidi, who wore pigtails and refused to leave her trolley outside with the others; Sarge, with his khakis tied tight around his ankles, dog tags that disappeared into the dirt-caked creases of his neck. ‘I like your jacket,’ he told Alison, every week. He wasn’t the only one who read the badge: Be Kind.

‘Nice one.’

Jonah wheeled the stump of one leg on an office chair, and Arlo brought his own cutlery and bared brown teeth at anyone he thought might be about to take his plate.

‘Are you a party girl?’ he often asked me in hushed tones. I’d assure him that I wasn’t, and Alison would tell him to settle down, but there was something kinder than warranted in the way she laid two eggs upon his hash browns, and in the care she took to visit him at the table, top up his tea, rest a hand on his shoulder.

‘Did you know Arlo before?’ I asked once. ‘Before you started doing this?’ I swept a look around the steamy hall with its clatter of plates, the hum of conversation, and laughter breaking in gentle waves now that bellies were full.

‘I did,’ she said simply.

‘Was he always homeless?’

‘Of course he wasn’t.’ It was Lego-brittle, but she softened. ‘No one’s homeless to begin with. They all had families and homes they grew up in. Most of them had jobs and houses and friends. They all had other lives.’

‘What happened?’ To Arlo specifically, I meant.

Alison gave a deep sigh. ‘Nothing all-of-a-sudden,’ she said. ‘I’m sure it crept up on all of them. Or crept away.’

Nanny slipped beneath her headphones, laced her boots, and disappeared for hours on end, but Yokine was a grid of roads that needed crossing, lights to watch and wait for, and its parks seemed to be overrun by women with toddlers who creamed their biscuits into her shoulders while she was sketching.

‘Hyde Park’s grown a lot since you knew it,’ Alison said. ‘There are some beautiful trees. And there are still a lot of birds in Kings Park.’

‘That’s a fair walk, is it?’ Nanny asked.

‘You can get the bus,’ Alison told her, but it was the walking Nanny missed. The time lost to the world around her. She went everywhere with her headphones on. ‘You be careful,’ Alison warned her, but she said it in a soft tone, understanding it was hard for Nanny to take them off and commit so fully to being where she was.

Sometimes I heard Nanny crying in the night—down the hall and through the wall. There was some yearning in it that reminded me of Grandpa and his brother Lorn, out on Gran’s cold landing. ‘Do you remember?’ I asked in a whisper, but Four wasn’t there.

‘Do you think we can leave Four here in Langomar?’ Nanny had asked before we left. Not quite a question but with something of a choice waxing its end. It was the only time she ever said his name, and it was without sarcasm. Her tone was not unkind.

‘I think so,’ I said. ‘I’ll try.’

But I missed him. Some memories had been better kept afloat pulled tight between the two of us: What did we call it? When did we go there? Who was it that told us about …?

It was Alison who calmed Nanny in her nightmares, with a glass of water and a straightening of blanket and where and when.

‘Go back to sleep,’ she called out if she heard me.

‘Go back to bed,’ she told me if I wandered through.

It took two men and a special trolley to manoeuvre the piano in through the carport and the sliding doors and set it in a space beside the dining table, where marks on the timber welcomed back the buttons of its feet.

Alison stroked its nutty flank like a runaway pony come home.

‘Do you play?’ I asked her.

‘I’m not very musical,’ she said. ‘I prefer my books.’ As if you could have only one or the other.

Ned met the truck when it arrived and paid the driver cash. It was Ned who’d built the bookshelves in the hallway, Ned who’d painted my room. He called Alison ‘Ally’, and she called him ‘Love’ and ‘Honey’ and ‘Sweet’, but when Nanny whistled at some intimacy an early brush of hand implied, they only laughed and exchanged a look that skimmed some conversation often had.
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Easter brought a picnic in a park beside the river.

Anzac Day tipped Ned out of a taxi past midnight, spit-shouting about a game of two-up and worrying about a sister he hadn’t seen for too long. I stood beyond a crack of light and watched as Alison and Nanny worked together, one making him sweet tea while the other slipped the thongs from his feet, unbuttoned his shirt and bundled it straight into the washer. They drew clean sheets down the mattress, set a pint of water on the bedside table and a bucket on the floor. ‘He didn’t deserve you,’ Ned mumbled, on the edge of passing out. ‘Either of you.’ And a tired glance knocked between the sisters like a pinball.

Harry’s agent made good on his promises, and Harry’s career took off. His canvases were selling and reselling and commanding higher prices. Ned brought us news of Sydney, though he never went. He stopped by Langomar now and then, between deliveries, kept the gutters clear and a ring around the property to keep any fire from jumping.

‘Have you ever been?’ I asked Alison, but she peeled her answer and only gave a segment at a time.

‘I have,’ was all she said, the first time.

‘A long time ago,’ the next.

‘Mo and Harry weren’t yet married.’

‘The four of us went up for a long weekend.’

‘I never went again.’

So, I got my answer in the end.

I could tell, from comments dropped and details shone on trousers, that Alison did not much like Harry.

One Sunday morning, she came in from the garden where the air was fresher than was comfortable. I had the cartoons at the kitchen counter and, re-belting her kimono, she took the stool beside me and lay the glossy arts supplement between us. Harry was on the cover. Shoulders back, chin high—was he faking too?—arms crossed, a canvas I did not know up on the wall behind him, and a headline Alison read out loud: ‘Bruno Makes His Mark.’

She turned to the spread they’d given him across pages six and seven. ‘If you pen yourself into a life that’s still, you’re standing in your own shit,’ quoted in a box. Together, Alison and I read the interview.


‘Has your work always been allegorical?’

‘Not always. Very early days, I drew what I liked—what I saw: surf, beach, sky—but it wasn’t what I wanted to explore.’

‘The human condition?’

‘Yeah. You can produce a likeness—a portrait—but regret? Lust, fear, apathy. You need to cut those in. I’m not doing anything that’s not been done before: Goya, Bacon … Munch, of course. Egon Schiele. Max Beckman.’



‘If he was any more full of himself, he’d burst,’ Alison muttered aside. He is unguarded and humble, the interviewer wrote.

‘It’s a woman, isn’t it?’ Nanny was frozen in the doorway, an errand slipping towards being forgotten, something bittering her mouth like an old lead filling.

Alison gave a tight smile and a nod, and I read on without her.

Otherworldly, the interviewer wrote. His work has a dystopian sense to its film. An abstract realist, she called Harry, but noted his reluctance to be drawn in by any definition.


‘What is this compulsion to label? Look at someone like Turner. You’ll call him a romanticist, but Sunrise with Sea Monsters—the chill in the air is beyond form and colour—is that not expressionism?’

‘So, you’d call yourself what?’



Here he laughs, she wrote. And I could hear him.

Nanny disappeared outside, the metal frame of the screen door clattering on its brick surround, and Alison and I glanced after her. ‘They can keep him over there,’ Alison said.

‘Don’t you think he’s any good?’ I asked her, and she rolled the question around and sucked a proper taste before she answered.

‘I think he’s very talented,’ she said. ‘There’s something to his work that speaks to people, and that’s a rare thing. But do I like it? Would I hang one on my wall?’ She soured her face, glanced towards the dining room, where Nanny’s Bruno now hung in its confusion of rust and marmalade. ‘People choose their artwork for the way it makes them feel,’ she said, ‘the mood it brings their space. Harry’s paintings upset me, to be frank.’

I understood what she meant. ‘They make me feel uncomfortable,’ I confessed, nose wrinkling towards the picture in the magazine. Harry’s latest piece: a woman lying on a bed of broken eggs, albumen and yolk and foetal chickens. Her fingers were twisted into claws, and one of her eyes was sewn shut. Calvin’s Sister on the Edge of Sleep, he’d called it. ‘They make me feel …’ I struggled for the right word. I felt a guilt and a shame I had no right to when I looked at Harry’s paintings. I felt exposed, as if someone had reached in and turned something they had no right to touch. What he showed was not his to take.

Alison knew it. ‘Violated,’ she finished.

‘Did your parents like him?’

‘They did,’ she said. ‘He was quite the charmer.’ She gave a look of nothing-should-surprise. ‘Though you know he’s quite a bit older than Mo. You’d think they wouldn’t have approved, but they knew the family. Knew of the family,’ she corrected herself. ‘They had a fair bit of money, and Harry and his cousin were considered quite the catch. I think Dad was just glad Mo was in safe hands.’ She turned her attention back to the magazine, tutted and then closed it.

‘Wasn’t she before? In safe hands?’

Alison considered her answer. ‘She was a bit of a wild horse,’ she said. ‘Did you know she was a go-go dancer when Harry met her? Up on stage at the Kubla Khan.’

‘Topless?’ I must have looked scandalised because Alison laughed.

‘Not topless, no. I must say, she was very good.’ A dash of pride.

I didn’t know what go-go dancing was, so Alison called for help, but Nanny was at the bottom of the garden, so she did her best alone, beating an imaginary drum as she swung her hair and hopped from one foot to another. She was heavier than Nanny and her knees and hips did not round so easily as Nanny’s would have, and when she straightened up, her plait had come apart and she had tears in her eyes, and her mouth wide open in breathless hysterics that reminded me of Aunty Vi.

Nanny was back in the doorway, one hand in her own hair and a smile on her face. She didn’t ask what Alison was doing, and Alison didn’t worry at her audience. Music was found, and within minutes they were pulling me into ‘These Boots Are Made for Walkin’’, and we were howling with laughter.

You’ll get on fine, Harry had said. You always used to. But I think Nanny was still surprised at how quickly she and her sister had found their way back there.

‘Show Win your pictures,’ Alison said to Nanny, once she had enough of her breath back to speak, but Nanny scrunched up her nose. ‘Go on,’ Alison pressed. ‘There were some lovely ones that friend of yours took. The photographer—Fred? Was it Frank?’

But Nanny cut her off. ‘There was a fire,’ she said. ‘All the photos went up.’ And she snapped her fingers to show us just how quickly they had gone.
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An arts show on the ABC ran a piece on Harry. We saw his studio in Paddington, golden light pouring through huge windows. There was no sign of Esther or Gabe or even Old Ben.

‘Intensely private,’ they called him and filmed him working on his entry for the Archibald Prize. It was a painting of a young woman, hands clasped in prayer, knees scuffed, wrists looped in cable ties and beads, face featureless for a long time, and they made a lot of that, asked him what if it goes wrong, with so much time invested in the rest of it, why leave the most important part till last?

Harry laughed and asked what made them so sure the face would be the most important part.

‘Well, it’s a portrait, isn’t it?’ the producer tossed from behind the camera.

Harry turned to face the lens. ‘So, it needs to be a photocopy of this girl? That’s what you want to see?’ He had given her name already: an Australian famous at the time for having been accused of smuggling a large quantity of cocaine into Thailand. The world’s media took sides for years until she was executed.

‘Well, no, but surely as a portrait it’s about the face, isn’t it?’ The producer was sounding less certain now. Harry shook his head and turned back to his work, one hand crammed into the waistband of his shorts, the other pinching a small paintbrush like a cigarette.

They showed Lenora with Only One Shoe, crediting the gallery that owned it now and introducing it as the piece that had brought Harry to everyone’s attention. The first of a series of six which had all sold to private collectors. They nudged him to reveal who Lenora was and what she stood for, but he was never going to give them the story, just threads that were useless on their own. ‘She was skinny as a greyhound,’ he told them, ‘soft as cotton, and on the edge of somewhere else. She gave me a new direction.’

‘Or did you just take it?’ Alison muttered, and Nanny swallowed like a dog with too much biscuit and left the room. I didn’t mention the purse I’d seen in Gabe’s box with her name bedazzled.

‘Expression is born of feeling,’ Harry said at last, a jump in frame suggesting that a longer pause or some other comment had come after but been cut. ‘Feeling is pulse. We are all only human. Beat of heart. Beat of heart.’ He said it twice, then, leaning into the canvas, with the nail of his ring finger he made a deep scratch on the girl’s hand, where the skin on the back of her closed fist was taut and shone blue-brown.

‘Do you think she’s guilty?’ was the producer’s closing question, and Harry must have known they’d ask it.

‘“It is a guilty conscience that needs to confess,”’ he said. ‘“A work of art is a confession.” Albert Camus.’
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One afternoon I came home from school to find Ned siting at the kitchen bench with a mug of tea and yesterday’s paper.

‘G’day, young ’un.’ He looked up, smiling, as I came in. ‘Ally not with you?’

‘Staff meeting.’

He straightened one arm and curled it around my shoulder to pull me close when I stepped in. Ned had become a hugger, and I liked the smell of his tobacco and the spring of his beard on my neck. He didn’t ask after Mo. If she wasn’t home, he knew, she could be anywhere. Dinner had replaced lunch as our main meal of the day. She’d be back by six. He waited till after that to speak to her alone.

It was Alison who came to me once I’d brushed my teeth.

‘Where did you get this?’ she asked, distracted by a feather tucked into the cockpit of the little Qantas plane I’d set up on my chest of drawers. I told her I couldn’t remember, but felt the shame of the lie prickle my feet. ‘It’s from a guinea fowl,’ she said. ‘Funny thing to have found. There aren’t a lot of them round here.’ And then, remembering why she was there, she moved to the edge of my bed and picked at the plasticky library cover of the book she’d asked me to put down for a minute; she’d something important to tell me.

‘I’m afraid it’s not good news Ned’s brought,’ she said. ‘Dog’s passed.’

They said he’d tripped off a jetty and drowned on his way back to a fishing boat he’d been living on. He’d cut his hands and feet to rags trying to find some steps, and they’d found him banging up against a mooring in the morning, the frayed edges of him unravelled by fish.

‘Mo’s upset, of course,’ Alison said. ‘You’ll be upset as well.’ As if I needed permission.

‘Will we be going to the funeral?’ I asked.

Alison stroked my hair. ‘There won’t be a funeral as such. It would have been … There wouldn’t be …’

There was too much of a mess to be scooped together was what she was trying to tidy into a sentence. Best it was sorted straight away.
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Six months came and went.

When the weather warmed up again, we spent most of our Sunday mornings on Trigg Beach. Nanny would walk south, to Scarborough and past, while Alison and I let the fresh Indian Ocean roll us in its shallows. The sand was easily as fine as Langomar’s, but I missed the Lagoon for swimming.

Nanny missed much more than that. It would be years before she could admit out loud that Harry had never been coming back to get her, but she knew it before Christmas. A box arrived from Sydney. A beaded necklace she never wore, a book Alison never read, a t-shirt I knew better than to pull the tag off. Season’s Greetings, Esther had written on the card. Best wishes. Another carriage uncoupling—the slip and slide of realignment—but by then I didn’t care so very much. I’d lost Nancy and Four, Lew and Gran, Gabe and Dog and Harry, even Esther; but I had Nanny and Alison, and Ned. Charlie’s Angels, he’d begun to call us. I didn’t know who Charlie was, but there was something special in the way he said it.

It was Ned who carved the turkey that year and all the years that followed. Ned who popped the cork on every New Year’s Eve. Ned who stuck around; and we carried on from there-and-then into the straight-ahead.





[image: Image]





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Perth, 13 July 2018

‘Did you keep in touch?’

Marlena is wearing a dress I have not seen before. There are small sequins sewn into its hem, and two long tassels at its neck remind me of a fringe that ran around a lampshade in Gran’s bedroom.

Did Harry keep in touch? she means.

‘Not really. Gabe and I wrote.’

We sent each other cards and short letters. He’d ask when I was visiting, and I’d ask Nanny. When Harry sends a ticket, she always said, but although he’d promised that he would, he never did.

‘And you went to live with your aunt?’ Marlena begins to flick through her notes, but I save her the bother.

‘My great-aunt,’ I say. ‘Nanny’s sister: Alison.’

‘Alison.’ Marlena is tired, I think. She is not her usual self. ‘What was she like?’

What was Alison like?

She took her first cup of coffee too milky, in the garden if it was fine and not too cold, wrapped in a silk kimono she’d been gifted by a woman named Ulrika, whom she spoke of often and had loved so much that after Ulrika’s death she hadn’t loved again for a long time. You’d only ever see her hair down first thing in the morning or the middle of the night. She had a smile that made you welcome, a laugh that warmed the space around her, and a hug that gave immeasurable comfort. She wore clogs when she was gardening and glasses when she was lost between the pages of a book. She had a pine-green army surplus jacket with tissues in its pockets and a badge on its lapel that read Be Kind.

‘She was lovely,’ I say.

‘And how was the relationship between her and Mo? There can be a bit of an edge between siblings, can’t there?’

Can there?

‘Do you have brothers or sisters?’ I ask Marlena.

‘I have a younger sister,’ she tells me briskly, and dust rises in a little gust along their own edge as she strides purposefully away from the subject. ‘How did your grandmother cope?’

‘With the move?’

‘With the choice your grandfather made. It must have been hard—him choosing his girlfriend so publicly. Brutal, really.’ She gives a sad little smile.

‘She wasn’t really his girlfriend.’

‘But they’re married now?’

I honestly don’t know.

‘Either way,’ she continues, ‘I imagine it was a difficult time for your grandmother—and you too, of course, losing Gabe so soon. Or did he stay?’

It takes a minute for me to understand the real point of her enquiry, and before I can respond she asks outright.

‘Was Gabe a quiet friend? Like Four?’

I am not offended by the question; it is only slightly disappointing, like tobacco breath. But, still, I feel a need to prove that Gabe was flesh and blood.

‘There’s a note about him on Wikipedia,’ I tell Marlena, ‘on Harry’s page. I can find it for you?’

‘That’s okay,’ she says, but I am sure she will look later. Not that she will find much.



Harry Bruno (b. 13 June 1930) is an Australian artist and art collector. He is represented in major collections throughout Australia, as well as New York’s Museum of Modern Art, London’s Hayward Gallery and White Cube Hong Kong.



It goes on. In the box of Contents, she will click on Personal Life and jump to a slender paragraph:


Bruno had two children with his first wife [no name]. He lives and works in the Southern Highlands of New South Wales, with his partner, Esther Burton [no hyperlink]. One child.



Will that be enough to satisfy her?

‘He’s on Facebook,’ I say, and she nods. ‘He is a real person.’ I give a little laugh I hope is light enough, and she keeps on nodding. ‘Do you want me to show you?’ I ask again, and she says, ‘That’s okay,’ again, but she will not find him on her own. Googling Gabriel Burton or Bruno will bring up nothing. I know. Impulsively, I reach into the bag at my feet and rummage for my phone, which I know I shouldn’t touch while we’re in session, but I tap into my own profile and quickly search for Gabe’s. ‘Here …’ I turn the screen, stand and step forward, so she can see.

I do not worry she will recognise him. There was never a photograph in circulation, only his description: medium build, dark complexion, dreadlocks, and a nose ring. Do not approach.

‘Jeeby,’ Marlena reads, taking the phone.

‘G.B.,’ I explain. ‘Gabriel Burton.’ Though we both know it is just as likely B for Bruno.

‘Clever.’

Gabe’s profile picture is a longshot of a curling wave, a figure faraway that could be anyone. I invite Marlena to scroll through his life. Green beer bottles and chickens under baskets; bare-chested guys and women in bikinis, brown wrists looped with beads and salt-wet laces; short video clips of monkeys stealing sunglasses, a wave that gives a ride of one minute twelve, and countless photographs of strangers on longboards and shortboards and boogieboards, taken with a lens that pays for all the months he spends in Indonesia. Jeeby watermarked across each image so the people in them might pay for the WeTransfer. Plenty of praise for his service. Killer shots! Hit up Jeeby! Hyperlinked in blue. AWESOME pics, they enthuse. Where you at, man?

His last post is dated February, standing beneath the fringe of a hut on a beach, matted dreadlocks, and tan-less whiskers at the creases of his eyes, chin high and shoulders back, a selfie angled to catch the surf that’s rolling in behind him—surfers bobbing like seals—the caption one word: Sumbawaaaaa!

I watch Marlena’s face as she slides down Jeeby’s timeline. Knowing she has been to Bali and will recognise some of the temples, the forest with its thieving monkeys, the label on the bottles of beer.

‘You said you lost touch,’ she says.

Did I?

‘So, you reconnected when?’

‘A couple of years ago,’ I lie. Perhaps there is no need for it, but I don’t want her joining any dots.

‘Have you visited him?’ she asks. ‘In Bali?’ and I think: she missed another acorn. Haven’t I already told her that I’ve never been? ‘You haven’t caught up in person? As adults?’

What harm could it do? I tap into my own gallery and find for her the picture that I took in April. On our backs, on a daybed that years have faded from green to peppermint-sucked-white. Gabe’s eyes are closed, dark eyebrows knitted together, his teeth bared in comedy as he holds the phone at a stretch in one hand and a small joint (which Marlena pretends not to notice) in the other. I am edged into the corner like a fan taking a picture without asking. This time, I do not hand her the phone. (I do not want her swiping left or right.)

‘You look alike,’ she says. ‘Same colour hair.’

But that is all, and it is not much. It is not nearly enough.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

November 2017

That pip of a moment. That instant. That fraction of a second.

I was on the bus. On my way back from the city, where I’d had lunch with a girl I’d met at university—a woman now (both of us as grown-up as it gets). We’d reconnected on Facebook, shared tapas and a bottle of verdejo. I doubted we’d meet up again.

I was looking down into cars stalled by the same traffic lights, footwells littered with the same fast-food wrappings, when I felt the tremble of my mobile phone inside the bag on my knee. Still muted from lunch, its hum drew the attention of the man who’d taken the seat beside me, and we both saw that it was Nanny calling. I thought of pressing red. Even in a quiet voice, I didn’t want to talk on the bus. Given the choice, I would always text. Mine were short messages: Running late. Need anything? But Nanny’s were briefer still: Ok. Bread. Milk. She never called.

I swiped green. ‘Hello?’ An apologetic grimace at the man beside me.

(That pip of a moment. That instant. That fraction of a second.)

Nanny’s voice was broken, and her words scattered like beads. ‘It’s Alison,’ she faltered. ‘Come home.’

A woman’s voice—‘Would you like me to speak to her?’—and I could all but see Nanny’s nod, and the phone proffered to this stranger.

I didn’t want to hear what she had to say. I didn’t want to be told. I pressed and held the button on my own phone until the screen went dark and I pushed it right down to the bottom of my bag with a book I wouldn’t finish, and the cardigan I hadn’t worn, and the man beside me hid his smile in a scratch and relaxed his knees further apart.
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There was a police car parked in the driveway, and both officers stood as I came into the kitchen, but it was the woman who stepped forward and ushered me to the chair she would not have known was Alison’s. I didn’t want to take it because I knew what was coming. It was conker-shiny in my heart.

Alison wouldn’t be coming home.
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As the one with the clearer answers and the practical manner, I was the one they took with them to the hospital. The one who stood behind the glass and watched as a white sheet was peeled from Alison’s face. Her skin was grey and loose, but it was lovely, and I nodded and then said out loud (because a nod alone wouldn’t do), ‘Yes. That’s her.’

She’d suffered a stroke. Sudden and massive and on her way back to the rooftop car park at Innaloo shopping centre. Strangers on the escalator had held her up and then laid her down beside the Coke machine and called for help, and an off-duty nurse had performed CPR until the ambulance arrived and the people who climbed out of it told her she could stop.

The funeral was held the following week. Bonnie read a poem she wrote herself. She was a writer friend of Alison’s whom years had brought in closer. ‘Girlfriend’ was too young and sparkly a term, they told us, but ‘lady friend’ sounded primmer than either of them were, and ‘partner’ brought with it a commitment that Alison would never have been ready for. It swept all else aside and made Bonnie her one-and-only, which she hadn’t always been.

I read a poem by Maya Angelou which Nanny had pressed on me, handwritten on lilac notepaper.

‘Wouldn’t you rather?’ I asked.

‘You’re better at keeping it together,’ she said.

When I turned to face the chapel, a feeling I could not name swelled in my chest at seeing so many people there for Alison. Backed up into the lobby, they were standing on the blunt tips of their shoes, tissues bobbing in fists like small bouquets.

We ran a photo montage that had taken hours to put together. Alison, sand-crumbed in the shallows of Trigg Beach. Alison beaming at my graduation; laughing in St Martin’s green-blue kitchen as she fried eggs with Father Timothy, the years fallen from their faces. Alison and Nanny as young girls, and then young women. There were pictures of Alison with her arms around Ulrika (which were not hard to include, Bonnie had assured me, when I’d supposed they might have been). There were pictures of Alison with Bonnie, too—the year they’d towed a caravan right around Australia; cruises and tours they’d taken in Europe, Tasmania, and New Zealand. They’d certainly seen the world together, Nanny had remarked, and it had choked her just a little.

Willie Nelson piped through the chapel as we trickled past her coffin, November bringing sunflowers and poppies: Lest We Forget.

Nanny and Bonnie received the mourners next door. ‘She had a good innings,’ people told them, and it was true, she’d made it to seventy-five, but that was not nearly long enough.

Ned and I stood together by a table stacked with stout white cups and saucers, shortbread biscuits, and not enough teaspoons. A woman in a long red dress approached us.

‘You spoke beautifully,’ she told me with the trace of an accent that made me think of pine trees and grey skies and animals with long legs and thick pelts. ‘Shari,’ she introduced herself, though we’d all met before. She ran the women’s shelter where Alison had volunteered.

Another woman joined us, slipping an arm around Ned, who introduced her to Shari. ‘Bev runs PAWS.’

We were all fond of Bev, but she and Ned went back a long way, and she pulled him close, both arms around his waist, her cheek to his chest. Ned let her hold on, blinking irregularly as if he had sand in his eye. ‘This guy,’ she said, to distract the rest of us. ‘Heart of gold.’

Ned gave a thud of a chuckle and kissed the top of her head. He cleared his throat. ‘Bringing a batch on Thursday, yeah?’

‘Only if …’ Bev took in the room. If you’re up to it. If this doesn’t wipe you out for a fortnight.

‘Yeah-nah. I’ll be on it,’ he said.

Ned had been ferrying puppies to Perth from Geraldton for as long as I’d known him. Kelpie-crosses mostly, found in bags and boxes and begging on industrial estates. PAWS fed them happy, and cleaned them up, had them neutered and microchipped, and set about finding them forever homes. Belle, Tess, and Monkey had all come through Bev. Nanny, Ned, Alison, and I had all helped out on sausage sizzle fundraisers.

Shari poured Bev a cup of coffee. ‘There are so many people here,’ she marvelled.

‘She had her fingers in a lot of pies,’ I said as we stood in a line with our backs to the coffee urn, wishing for something stronger.

It was Bonnie who wondered whether word would have reached the women Alison supported in the south-west.

‘What’s the name?’ Shari asked. Which organisation was Alison working under.

‘I thought they were yours—ex-McKinty House,’ I said.

‘But Alison still kept in touch?’ Shari seemed doubtful. ‘It’s not something we encourage. Maybe St Martin’s,’ she suggested. ‘They have outreach programs, certainly. I can ask Father Timothy?’

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll ask him.’

He was surrounded by women, cup and saucer chattering in his old, unsteady hands. But for the ring of plastic beneath his collar, he didn’t look much like a priest. He wore sneakers with jeans, a black jacket with as many pockets as Alison’s, a black shirt and a black scarf.

‘Do you want me to?’ Bonnie offered, and I considered letting her have the focus of it, the distraction, but I needed something too, so, ‘I’ll figure it out,’ I told her. ‘Thanks, but.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Nanny had never learned to drive, and Bonnie had her own car, so Alison’s Barina passed to me. It was Ned’s idea to check its GPS, shuffling through its history and saved addresses. There were four in the southwest. One each in Bunbury and Bridgetown, and two around Margaret River.

You cannot do all the good that the world needs. But the world needs all the good that you can do, Alison used to say. No one thought it was her quote to credit, but there was something of her in it, and we printed it on the cards we spaced along the benches at her funeral, beneath a photograph Bonnie had taken recently at Araluen, a blur of tulips behind her. There were a few of the cards left over, and I slipped them into Alison’s army surplus jacket, which I had not been left but took. It smelled of her, the creases in its elbows moulded like the knees of jeans, and I left all her odds and ends in its pockets and the badge on its lapel: Be Kind.

‘Now?’ Nanny said. It was a fortnight since the funeral. ‘You’re going now? Leaving me here alone?’

‘You’re not alone,’ I told her.

Monkey was snug on the couch beside her. They spent their days together, every one of them the same, beginning with the beep of her alarm, the ping of a kettle boiled, the spring of toast.

‘I’ll be gone a day or two at most,’ I promised.

‘I don’t really see why you have to go at all,’ Nanny said, not for the first time. ‘Father Timothy told you they’d informed everyone who knew Alison that she’d passed.’

‘Yes, but I don’t think he knew all of them.’ I didn’t want to go through it again. So what? I think she would have liked to say but didn’t. ‘Ned will be round tonight,’ I reminded her. ‘He’s bringing fish and chips.’

‘Does he know you’re going?’

‘He offered to come with me.’

‘Well, that’s not a bad idea, you know,’ she said. ‘Where there are drugs there are weapons, I always say.’

‘When do you say that?’ We both laughed then, and there was a release like steam. ‘There aren’t going to be any drugs,’ I assured her. ‘They’re recovered alcoholics. They’re clean.’ But in truth I didn’t know what they were.

‘Text me when you get there,’ she insisted, and that was her goodbye.

I’d thrown a change of clothes into an overnight bag, just in case. Tall trees would pull the curtain early, Ned had warned me, and I didn’t want to hit something in the dark. ‘Better to cop a night in a motel than wind up in hospital,’ he’d said. Mid-week and term-time, I didn’t think I’d struggle to find a place to stay in Margaret River. I knew there was a motel on the main street, a couple of pubs if I wanted company around me, a good bakery and a bottle shop if I didn’t.

It was Alison who’d taught me to drive. Three-point turns on the back streets of Tuart Hill, and long trips on Sunday afternoons to get my hours up. The furthest we went was York. ‘Like in Yorkshire,’ Nanny said, but it was nothing like the York I remembered, with its Viking museum and minster. York east of Perth had three pubs and a vintage car museum which had spilled out onto the main street the day we went, its wardens standing by, beaming like new parents.

It wasn’t busy on the road, and I got to Bunbury long before lunchtime following the snippy English directions: ‘At the roundabout, take the first exit. Arriving at your destination, on the right.’

A chain-link fence caged a small green house and a mat of grubby lawn. There was a dented car trapped in the driveway, and a coffee-coloured staffy barking at the gate. By the time I’d pulled up, there was a woman on the doorstep shouting, ‘Jack! Jack!’ She looked too young to be someone Alison had known for years. She was younger than me, ashen and slight with her hair scraped into a ponytail.

I waved from the gate, wary of opening it because of the dog, and knowing I looked like I was bringing news of Jesus.

‘What do you want?’ she called out, stressing you as if we’d met before.

‘Have you got a moment?’

‘Probably not.’

‘I’m a friend of Alison’s.’

I held out one of her funeral cards, trusting the woman would come close enough to take it. Trusting it would soften her tone and lead on to some better interaction.

She dropped awkwardly off the step and wandered over on legs that reminded me of a curlew’s.

The arm she extended was speckled with tiny scabs and bruises. Acne scars along her jawline were patched with make-up, and her face clouded with suspicion as she took the card. ‘What’s this got to do with me?’ she said.

‘I just thought you might want to know.’

‘O-kay.’ She jerked her head in a nod that went up instead of down, but everything about her seemed to wonder why.

‘She had a stroke,’ I told her.

‘Yeah?’ she said. ‘I had an uncle had one of those. Didn’t kill him. Left him in a fucking state, though.’

My turn to nod.

‘Rather be dead, I reckon.’

I’d thought she might invite me in. I’d imagined a cup of tea, at least. An hour or so exchanging memories of Alison’s kindness and selflessness. How did you know her? How long have you lived here? How are you? Can I help in any way? ‘Not a bad way to go, I suppose,’ she sniffed, and then, perhaps seeing something wanting in my face, ‘She seemed really nice.’

‘You can keep it,’ I told her when she made to pass the little card back, even as I imagined her dropping it in a swing-top bin the minute she stepped back inside. I wondered if she needed reminding to take her medication. I wondered why Alison had bothered with her, but, ‘How did you meet her?’ I asked, because that’s what I was wondering more than anything else.

The woman pursed her lips. ‘A friend put her on to me,’ she said. ‘The usual.’ She leaned close enough for me to smell the coffee on her breath. ‘Look, love,’ she said, ‘I don’t ask too many questions. Reckon you shouldn’t, either.’
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Flat fields gave way to forests, and the radio crackled in and out. A bag of Allen’s Party Mix slowly emptied on the seat beside me. Only the dusty bananas were left by the time I slowed into the main street of Bridgetown.

The second house was tidier than the first, with a little garden and plants in pots beneath its windows. An older woman answered the door with what I took to be a grandchild on her hip, digging its toes into the pocket of her apron like a joey wanting to be plopped inside. ‘Can I help you?’ Sounding like she might.

‘I’m Alison’s niece,’ I managed this time. When I told her what had happened and handed her the card, she pressed her free hand across her nose and mouth and swallowed hard.

‘What happened?’ she asked, and, ‘When?’ and, ‘How did you find me?’ She did not come outside or invite me in, but she left space between us for answers, and into it slipped the question I was realising that I had come to ask.

‘How did you know her?’

‘God, we met years ago,’ she said. ‘Must have been ninety-eight.’ Jiggling the baby on her hip for confirmation. ‘My son was in her class.’

‘At Kapwari?’ In 1998, I’d been there too.

The woman nodded. ‘I was having some troubles,’ she said vaguely. ‘She talked me down off the ledge a few times. We kept in touch. Became friends.’ She smiled at the photograph of Alison at Araluen. ‘We met up every now and then, went for lunch. She mentioned you. She loved you very much.’ In case I needed to hear it. In case I didn’t know already. ‘I’m sorry I missed the funeral,’ she said, tapping the card on the baby’s chubby thigh. ‘Though it’s a long drive, isn’t it?’ So, not that sorry.
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I knew before I pulled into the gravel car park that the third address was a brew pub. I’d googled in advance and found it: four-star reviews, fourteen beers on tap, and pictures of its shaded outdoor seating dripping with wisteria. I might have skipped it, but I was hungry and curious about Alison’s choice. She only ever drank wine, if she drank at all.

‘Did you have a problem?’ I asked her once, at an age when Mormons and recovering alcoholics were the only sober ones at grown-up parties.

‘I might have, if I got stuck in,’ she told me, and for a while after we came to live in Yokine she watched Nanny carefully come six o’clock. The copper jigger had lain a long time in the buffet’s bottom drawer, but although Nanny always filled it to the top, she only ever mixed one gin and tonic, and Alison relaxed her grip after a while. I knew their mother had liked a drink too many. I’d heard stories of nights they’d found her in the bath, fully dressed and spattered with vomit, or passed out on the floor with a pillow pressed beneath her head by their father. There were stories of bottles stashed under sinks and sandwiched between folds of laundry. ‘Some families have addiction through them,’ Alison warned me—though Nanny scoffed at that.

‘We make our own choices,’ she said. ‘Some people just find it easier to avoid temptation than resist it.’

The Malty Marron was quiet. If there’d been a crowd at lunchtime it had long since cleared. Tables had been reset, cutlery and napkins tidied into wooden boxes. There was only one other customer who, on second glance, I decided was the manager, ensconced as he was on a table between the swing of the kitchen door and steps that led off to a tasting cellar. Dressed all in black, shirtsleeves rolled to his elbows, his forearms were muscular and tattooed. He had a good beard, and on the table in front of him: a doll-sized coffee cup, a calculator and a spikeful of receipts.

I stayed a while in the dappled shade of the verandah, bare feet on a second chair and a cloudy beer I didn’t feel like hurrying. I tapped out a text to Nanny: 3D1TG, knowing she’d enjoy the riddle.

The table by the steps was empty and wiped clean when I followed the sign to the ladies’ room. The tasting cellar was wide and cool, beer brewing behind great glass windows, and pride of place on the wall at the far end was a painting I recognised as one of a series of six—sold to private collectors, the ABC had said.

Lenora with Only One Shoe.

She was floating above a field of horses. Long grass billowing like water, hooves lost in its foam. Her own legs hung loose as a doll’s, with one bare foot. Her hair was caught up around her face with insects, and her eyes were closed.

‘It’s magic, isn’t it?’ A Scottish accent. ‘Lenora and All That Could Have Been.’ Close up, the bearded man was larger than he’d appeared when sitting down. ‘It’s a metaphor for helplessness,’ he said. ‘Painted by a local guy. A West Aussie, anyway.’

I nodded. Stopped short of telling him that I knew.

‘Got far to go?’

I told him I was visiting a friend in Margaret River.

‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Stay safe.’

I called a thank you to the waitress and parked one of Alison’s cards between the tines of a clean fork, like a bike in a rack, because with all its beers and fancy salads, I knew better than to think the Malty Marron had been Alison’s choice. She’d always gone for lamb shanks on a menu. I hoped it might find its way onto a noticeboard where whoever needed to see it would.
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The final house was midway between Redgate Beach and Witchcliffe. A winding road through forest. A broad, wooden gate signposted KENNELS BY APPOINTMENT. The gate was an easy swing. The drive slalomed between tall trees and bush so dense that the house could not be seen from the road. Winter-grey stone, tinted glass, and chrome. A woman was waiting on the front steps. She wore fitted jeans tucked into gumboots, a startlingly white t-shirt, and a baseball cap pulled low. Twists of grey-brown hair hung either side, giving her the look of a cocker spaniel. One hand was tight on the collar of a lean, black kelpie, the other raised in a loose, two-fingered salute, until the car drew close enough for her to see it was not Alison behind the wheel. She took a step back then, and pointing skywards, made the looping motion of a helicopter. Turn around, she was telling me. Go away.

I nodded that I understood, held my own hand up—Hang on a minute—and switched the engine off.

‘I’m just here to give you some news,’ I called through the open window, feeling more like a Jehovah’s Witness than I had all day.

I made to climb out of the car, but, ‘You can give it from there,’ she called back. She let go of the dog’s collar and it bounded across and sniffed a ring around the car, pissing on the wheels while I delivered my speech from a distance like a town crier. The I believe you know my aunt, the funeral that had been and gone, the apology (because it’s what we give when someone dies, no matter who we’re telling).

There was life in the clearing. Crows, a kookaburra, and a covey of quail hurrying away down the path towards a low barn where dogs were barking, but the woman was quiet. She squeezed her hands together, then drew a finger under her nose and wiped it on the back of her pants. ‘Thanks for letting me know.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Heading straight back to Perth?’

I nodded. I wasn’t, but I would be. She didn’t care either way.

My hand was on the keys in the ignition when my eyes fell to the passenger seat, what was left of Allen’s lollies, and Alison’s jacket, her funeral cards sliding from its pocket. I pulled one free and opened the door, the car pinging its reminder that the window was still open as I took short steps towards the woman, legs still stiff from driving.

The kelpie jumped up and she called it to her side. ‘Elvis!’

‘Here,’ I said, holding the card at arm’s length in a gesture I hoped would reassure her that I would come no closer and be gone in moments.

Her fingernails were cut tight and scrubbed raw, her breaths were short and shaky, heartbeat beyond resting, and there was the slightest tremble to the hand that took the card. ‘Thanks,’ she said, because what else could she say?

The brim of her cap was worn through to black plastic, and it was tugged right down, but I was shorter by a head and had a clear view up and under it.

She was quite beautiful, though white freckles showed her age and the sun had baked her jawline tight and brown as egg wash. She had the finest of hairs on her upper lip, and a tick of a scar on her lower one which I’d not have noticed if I hadn’t stood so close. Her teeth had yellowed somewhat, and her smile seemed nowhere near as ready, but she hadn’t changed so much that I could not see in her the woman she had been. Thirty-two years earlier, with auburn hair, a cocktail in one hand and the other resting on my mother’s shoulder.

‘Jan?’ Manners made me ask instead of tell. ‘Jan Fletcher?’

‘Not me,’ she tried and turned to walk away, but she lost her footing the moment I found mine.

‘I’m Winter Robins,’ I called out. ‘Nancy’s daughter?’ Thinking it would make a difference: ‘Nancy Bruno?’

She stalled. Her back towards me, Alison’s card between her fingers, tapping loosely on her thigh, weighing up what to do. How likely was I to forget I’d seen her? Who might I tell? (And why would it matter?) But what business had I being there? She had a right to a life off the beaten track and on her own. She was entitled to the privacy Alison must have helped her keep for who-knew-how-long and for whatever reason.

‘My mistake,’ I offered quietly, and I turned to leave, butterflies loose and a lump in my throat. The kelpie, calm now, licking my fingers.

‘Wait.’ It was a deep breath that she took. A deliberate and heavy sigh that followed it. ‘Shut your car up,’ she said. ‘Come on inside.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Perth, 20 July 2018

Marlena is late again.

‘I love your earrings,’ she says as she sweeps me into her office, perhaps to distract me from noticing the time. It makes no difference. Our session will end when it is scheduled to. There will be someone else waiting with a magazine.

She tilts the blinds to cut the sun slicing across the chair that is mine, shrugs her jacket onto the back of her own, and we begin.

I am afraid that I did too much talking last time. Afraid I might have given her too many honest answers. I am fiddling with an earring to hold my focus, turning it round and round like a screw.

‘Did you always want to be a teacher?’ she asks.

Of course I did not always want to be a teacher. I studied music—got a scholarship to study piano at Stirling Academy—and I was pretty good, but I wasn’t good enough. I was persuaded into a Dip Ed by the idea that at least I could teach music, and I had done to begin with, but there is not much call for music teachers these days. Music has bled into performing arts, and I have inherited none of my mother or grandmother’s love of dance, so I ended up in a mainstream classroom—a group of year fives no one wanted, year threes after that. This is my third class of year ones.

Did I always want to be a teacher? Marlena is waiting for an answer.

When I was quite small, I wanted to be a bus driver. After that, I considered astronaut, mermaid, and marine biologist.

‘I thought about being a vet,’ I tell Marlena.

‘It’s one of the top five, isn’t it?’ For girls, she means, and I’m surprised because she’s young enough to know better.

She thumbs vet and lists the others on her fingers: ‘Teacher, nurse, hairdresser, flight attendant.’

Alison told me once that Nancy had wanted to be a flight attendant. ‘It’s what they’d both planned to come back and do.’

‘Nancy and her friend,’ Nanny clarified, in case I thought Alison had meant Lew. ‘I don’t remember her name.’

‘Yes, you do,’ Alison said.

‘Trouble in a short skirt, that one,’ Nanny grumbled.

‘When did you ever meet her?’ Alison actually snorted.

‘I knew all about her.’ It wasn’t an answer. ‘I knew her mother. They were cut from the same cloth, always wanting what wasn’t theirs.’

‘Everyone knew her mother,’ Alison said. There was substance to it. ‘You were just jealous.’

‘Of Christine Fletcher? She was a trainwreck.’

‘Of Jan, for taking Nancy away from you.’

‘Oh, that wasn’t her.’

Alison’s hands had sprung to her hips.

‘They fell out anyway, didn’t they?’ Nanny went on. ‘Over that fella.’

‘Where did you hear that?’ and, ‘What fella?’ Alison and I had asked over the top of one another, but Nanny had ignored us both.

‘Whatever happened to her brother—Christine’s, I mean—he used to come in to the Kubla Khan. Funny lad. He took the girl in for a time, didn’t he?’

‘Jan,’ Alison said. ‘Her name was Jan.’

‘Arlo!’ A snap of fingers as it occurred to her. ‘Mad as a cut snake.’

‘Saturday morning Arlo?’ I interrupted. He still came for his breakfast at St Martin’s.

Nanny tutted sadly. ‘Nutty as a fruit loaf.’

‘Really, Mo,’ Alison said. ‘Everyone deserves a second chance.’

‘Just the one?’ Nanny’s response was brittle as a stick. ‘I heard she went to Spain,’ she went on, with a look of no-surprises-there, as if going to Spain was a euphemism for something much worse. I didn’t mention that I’d heard it too.

‘She got married over there,’ Alison said. ‘Had a couple of kids, I think. She was a very nice girl.’

I’d had the feeling that she was telling me this more than Nanny.

‘So, you wanted to be a vet?’ Marlena cuts into the memory.

Not really.

I’d wanted to work with Bev in the animal shelter; I’d thought I’d sit on the floor and stroke dogs all day. But, ‘Yes,’ I tell Marlena and knock the question back, because I would like to know which of her chocolate box selection she picked first.

‘Did you always want to be a psychologist?’

She cocks her head the way Esther used to (perhaps still does) and I can tell she is considering her answer, whether she will share and overstep. ‘My mother was a nurse,’ she tells me. ‘My grandmother too, so I grew up wanting to be a nurse. Then, when I was seventeen, I had a friend who hanged herself.’

It is an abrupt turn for her story to take, and my eyes widen as my eyebrows shoot up.

‘I know,’ Marlena says. ‘I was absolutely devastated. Didn’t see it coming at all.’ Her eyes have widened too, but it is deliberate. She has told this story many times before. ‘No one saw it coming,’ she continues, ‘but there were clues. There are always clues. You see them when you look back, don’t you?’

You do.

‘I wanted to go back and find them earlier’—the clues, she means—‘to stop it from happening. It was too late for—’ and she almost says her name but stops herself. Resets. ‘It changed the angle I wanted to come at,’ she says instead. ‘I didn’t want to stand at the bottom of the cliff, picking up the pieces. I wanted to be up at the top, further back along the road that led to the edge. I wanted to stop the jumping.’ (The hanging, specifically, I suppose.) ‘You know?’

‘I do,’ I tell her, and I really do.

It is a memory of Alison alone that floats up this time. An empty glass in the middle of the night, and a slippered-silent trip to the kitchen, where I found her sitting at the counter, plaits falling past her shoulders and the silk of her kimono taut across her back.

‘It’ll pass, love. It always passes.’ She was talking on the phone, and I’d levered the tap ever so slowly, so water wouldn’t clatter in the sink and warn the other person that Alison was not alone. It seemed important, and Alison acknowledged my efforts with a nod. Carefully she’d asked, ‘Are you taking your medication? … Okay, that’s good. Okay, love.’ So many okays. ‘Okay, bye now. See you next week.’

She set the phone down and exhaled, as if to snuff a candle. ‘Some of them just need a little help keeping a lid on things.’

‘Do you need to go?’

‘It’s not like that,’ she said. ‘She’s not the type to hurt herself.’

Is there a type? What drew Alison upstream to begin with? I wonder now. What had she missed or caused or underestimated that led her to want to help the trodden and forgotten around her?

I feel I owe Marlena something for the step she took too far. ‘I think my grandpa killed himself,’ I tell her. I’ve never said it before. Whispers of twins in the wind that rummaged through the roof space, nudging insulation and boxes of Christmas decorations. ‘He lost his brother in the war, and he came back not-the-same.’ It was Gran’s phrasing. ‘Different,’ which was Lew’s.

‘Different how?’ Marlena asks.

‘Different from the way he was,’ I tell her, thinking Gran’s not-the-same is better. Gran didn’t like to talk about it, but there were clues, like Marlena said. His empty shed at the bottom of the garden. We weren’t allowed to play there but we’d never wanted to. Four said he could smell its anger—its what-had-happened—and so we rarely ventured past the old well, the boards on top warmed by the sun and a better place for us to play anyway.

‘Suicide’s a complex thing,’ Marlena says. ‘It soon becomes about the people left behind: regrets and the signs we missed. Things we feel we should have noticed. Things we could have done. It all boils into anger. “How could they do that to us?”’

‘He was sick deep down in a place that can’t be seen, Gran said.’

Marlena nods and I am stupidly proud to have Secret-Sevened it all by myself.

All by yourself?

‘Is there a type?’ I wonder—aloud, this time.

‘Does that worry you?’ she asks, knowing that it must, that the cliff path might have passed to me along with buck teeth and curly hair and thank-God-for my mother’s ankles.

‘Sometimes,’ I tell her, and we leave it at that.

‘Do you like teaching?’

She is testing for happiness. Does she know that I avoid the morning teas and the drinks after work, and the Kentucky Fried lunch we are expected to join in on the last day of every term? Has the principal written that I need to make more of an effort to fit in?

I nod and smile but want to say, Not really. I’m sick of it. Year after year, I type Not yet achieved and Working towards. The kids who come top would have been average ten years ago. That’s what technology’s done for us. Recess play is all zombies and shoulder-mounted weapons they know recoil, but they can’t peel their own bananas, tie their shoes, or turn a page. Gone are the days of hopscotch and teacups full of sand, and amid all that there are still those kids whose shoes don’t fit, whose clothes are filthy, and whose teeth are grey.

‘How do you stop the jumping?’ I ask Marlena. It is an honest question, and I appreciate the time she takes to properly consider it.

‘I think we dig for why,’ she says. ‘What has led a person to that point. The trigger for the hurt they’re feeling.’ The what-it-all-boils-down-to. ‘We hope that once it’s unpacked and in their hands, they’ll feel more in control. Sometimes what a person’s feeling as an adult is what they felt—maybe what they were made to feel—as a child. Guilt, shame, loss, those feelings don’t always go away on their own. Sometimes people need a little help …’ (To keep a lid on things.)

Guilt, shame, and loss. I wonder which of them Marlena’s friend held on to, and whether Marlena played any part in putting it in her hands.

‘So, you look for the beginning,’ I say.

‘We look for the beginning.’

There is a pause that lasts too long (a running-up to something tricky she wants to slip in.) ‘You know, children adapt to cope remarkably well with trauma, but sometimes the strategies they use can impact upon their adulthood. They might imagine themselves a friend, for example, in a situation where there is abuse or neglect, or in some other way they are made to feel inferior. It can help them to feel they have an equal. An ally.’

She is digging beneath Four, testing his foundations.

‘Is that such a bad thing?’ I ask, and she pinches it in her haste to draw me out like a splinter.

‘No, no, not at all! But a child who has been victimised may try to regain a sense of power by victimising an animal or another child.’ The way she bites it in two reveals it as a question. Another child? She is suggesting something that I might have done—the why-I’m-here and what she wants to talk about—but I did not do what it is that she is wondering.

I did not do it.

Not that.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

December 2017

‘How did you find me?’ Jan wanted to know.

I told her about Alison’s GPS, the funeral. ‘Do you know Bonnie?’

‘I knew Ulrika.’ As if it were either-or. ‘She used to come down with Ally sometimes.’

Ally. I was a little jealous of it. ‘She never mentioned you,’ I said, but it wasn’t true, and she waited for me to find more of it. ‘She said you stayed in Spain. She said you got married and never came back.’

Jan gave a slow nod which bounced into a string of shorter ones. Loyalty is a thing you never really know someone has until it’s tested. She knew it now. ‘He wasn’t nice,’ she said.

I’d presumed as much. ‘Is he dead?’

‘I hope so.’ She laughed, short and sharp, but the shadow of something seemed to run a finger up her spine. She swept the cap from her head and tapped its hard edge on the speckled granite counter of an island bench. It was central to a wide, white, open-plan room. Glass-fronted cabinets, recessed lights, and polished concrete floors. Two deep, tan leather armchairs flanked floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out across a scratch of yellow lawn towards the kennels and the surrounding bush.

‘Jesus,’ she said. ‘Ally. Fuck. I’m sorry.’ But she didn’t seem overwhelmingly so. She pushed both hands through her hair and bunched it into a band snapped from her wrist.

‘Your house is beautiful,’ I told her. ‘It’s like something out of a magazine.’

Another laugh. ‘You should see upstairs.’ She nodded towards a wide stone staircase, its treads worn to a shine, but she didn’t mean it as an invitation. She meant that’s where she kept the things pushed out of sight and into corners—the sleeping bags and tax returns and junk set aside for the op shop.

The kelpie pressed up against my legs. ‘Elvis after the singer?’ I asked.

‘The alligator.’ I didn’t know any, but I didn’t pursue it. I would google later.

She didn’t ask me if I wanted tea or coffee, or how I wanted what she made. I took the stool she offered and sat at the counter, where she set up a cafetière with two short mugs and a jug of cream, while I took in the pictures on her walls. There was a large canvas of a white dog with its head hung, a dark oil painting of two women with a man’s head in a basket, a triptych of ravens. Alison had always said that people chose their artwork for the way it made them feel, and Jan was sad, I thought. Angry, perhaps, or lonely.

There were no photographs, no notes or invitations on the double-door refrigerator. ‘Did your children stay in Spain?’

‘Al told you I had kids?’ Another bark of a laugh. ‘No kids.’

Her hands went to her hips, and I was conscious of my own. Jan was slim and strong, someone I imagined would have only one piece of powdery plain chocolate at a time. There were sneakers by the door, muddied and well-worn. Two pairs. Different sizes. She smiled when she saw me looking, a twitch of eyebrow wondering if I’d ask.

‘Sugar?’ It sounded like a challenge.

‘No, thanks,’ I said, although I would have taken a teaspoon. And a biscuit.

‘So …’ she plunged the coffee and began to pour.

I didn’t know where to start. That she’d kept in touch with Alison since returning to Australia was obvious. That Alison had not mentioned it was curious. The house of glass and stone did not fit with the stories I had heard of Nancy’s friend who didn’t always have a coat in winter, a sandwich in her bag, or the money spare for school excursions.

‘Was he rich?’

‘My husband?’ She looked around, understanding right away where my question came from.

‘The first one wasn’t. The Spaniard.’ There was no need for the emphasis she put on it. ‘Robert was a vintner.’ The second one, I supposed. ‘Family business, family money,’ she added. Double helicopter fingers this time, taking in the Smeg appliances, the loaded wine rack. Up herself, Alison would have said. But Alison had been to see her every couple of months for years and years.

‘How long were you in Spain?’ I asked.

She reached to offer me the cream. ‘A few years. I came back with nothing.’ She did not say the Spaniard’s name, and did not mention McKinty House, but I knew the ordinary of its outside, cameras under its eaves, the double-glass doors of its entrance. Alison had described for me the bunk beds pressed into its bedrooms. I’d bagged enough emergency supply kits to know that there were women who arrived there empty-handed.

‘I stayed in Perth for a while, then I came down here, found work in a winery, met Robert. We built this place—well, converted it.’ She flapped an arm towards the stone staircase, the broad beams. ‘It was a barn. We fixed it up, added the bedrooms.’ Another flap towards a timber-framed corridor that ran away from the kitchen.

‘It’s lovely,’ I told her again, and she nodded.

‘Robert died.’ That was enough. ‘Al came by every month,’ she went on. ‘Stayed the night, cooked a meal. She loved to cook, you know?’ Of course I knew. ‘She picked me up off the floor quite a few times.’ Memories of Lew crept in. ‘I’d shoot up to visit every now and then,’ she said. ‘Haven’t been for years, though.’ The look she flicked me said, Because of you.

‘You could still have come,’ I told her, and her tread grew careful.

‘I never got on well with Mo.’ So, they had met.

‘She said you and Nancy fell out over a boy—a man.’ (A fella, she’d said.)

‘You called her Nancy?’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

‘Fair enough.’ Less of a chuckle than a growl. ‘What else did Mo say?’

That she never liked you. That you were trouble in a short skirt, always wanting what wasn’t yours. That your mother was a trainwreck. ‘That you lived with your uncle for a while,’ I said. That he was mad as a cut snake and nutty as a fruit loaf. ‘That was about it.’

‘I’d forgotten about that.’

It seemed unlikely. Arlo was not someone easily swept into a corner. He’d died a few years ago, shivery with fever and his lungs bubbling over. Alison had been to see him in hospital. I wondered if she’d ever tried to bring them back together.

Jan nibbled the edge of a nail like a cracker, then checked herself and the fiddle shifted to a necklace hidden beneath her t-shirt. The pearl Esther had noticed in the photograph, which Jan ran now along its worn leather cord, clavicle to clavicle.

‘That’s beautiful.’

She ignored the compliment, let the pearl drop back beneath the round neck of her shirt.

‘Do you remember much about your mother?’

‘Of course.’ Chin up. ‘She said the two of you were best friends in high school. That you got jobs together and saved all your money to go travelling, and that you ran away.’ It wasn’t Nancy who’d told me that, but I wanted Jan to know I knew more than she thought I did. Still, I did not want to give her everything. I didn’t give her any of my better memories. I’d long warmed to the idea the two of them had fallen out. ‘Why didn’t you go to their wedding?’

‘I was in Spain.’ The nail slipped into her mouth again, and there was a gentle click-click.

‘Did you write?’ I asked.

‘For a little while. She sent a letter and a photograph when you were born. She was pregnant when we got to London. You’ll have worked that out?’

‘And you left her there on her own?’

‘Is that what she told you?’

‘It’s what Esther said.’

‘Esther.’ Jan stretched it like dough.

It was Hettie she had known, but even though Alison must have mentioned Esther, there was a fair chance Jan had not run a string between the two.

‘What else did Esther say?’

‘That she met you and Mum in Rome. In a bar called Wombat Blue.’ I watched her face and saw the wash and slide of memories overlapping, but there was no surprise. She knew who Esther was—who Hettie had become—and she nodded, letting it all dissolve on her tongue like salt.

‘Did they keep in touch?’ A speck of jealousy bothered her eye, and she pressed it out with the tip of a finger.

‘No. Esther said she got on better with you than she did with Nancy.’

Jan gave a great burst of laughter that confirmed nothing.

Elvis whined at the door, and she let him out. ‘We were all very young and went our separate ways,’ she said. ‘Travel changes everyone.’

‘I’ve never been overseas,’ I told her. ‘Not since I came here.’

She was not shocked by it. She didn’t tell me I should make a plan or book a trip. She just let it float there like an unblessed sneeze, ran a hand through her hair and pressed an ache out of her shoulder.

‘It’s too late for you to drive home now,’ she said. ‘There’s a room made up that you can have tonight, but you’ll need to be off first thing in the morning. I’ve got a busy day.’

I began a protest, but she waved it away as she crossed the room, plucking the cups from the counter and tipping dregs of cream and coffee down the sink. ‘Go get your things while I see to the dogs. There’s reception out by the woodchipper, if you need to call anyone, but tell them you’re staying in town. You can count me as a drunk or a druggie, like the rest of them. Make up a name if you have to, but I don’t want anything to do with Mo. I don’t want anything to do with Harry or Esther or any other Bruno. You don’t go back and tell anyone you’ve met me—not your boyfriend or your best friend, not Bonnie. Do you understand?’

‘Okay.’

Face to face: ‘I need to hear it. Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’ She stared hard until I said it again, louder, clearer, and three different ways, ‘I do. Of course. Okay.’
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Jan made pasta for dinner, chopping fennel and salami chef-fast, while I sat on the stool that felt like mine now, sipping from a fishbowl of a glass. She did not want my help. She was used to living alone, rounding without a thought, flinging doors without a backward glance, and I wondered how long it had been since Robert had been there to bump into, and whether she still missed the clatter of his keys and change and sunglasses on the speckled granite at the end of the day.

‘Do you like to cook?’ she asked me.

I told her that I did, but I did not tell her it was not the way she did, with truffle oil and home-roasted garlic and seeds and herbs ground together in a heavy mortar.

‘Did Esther ever make her gnocchi for you? It was pretty amazing.’ And there was the smile from the photograph.

‘She said it was Nancy’s favourite.’

Jan paused to look high and to the left, searching for a memory, then smiled. ‘Spaghetti vongole,’ she said. ‘That was your mum’s favourite.’

I’d thought so, too.

‘You have her eyes, you know,’ she told me. Little stitches, pulling us closer.

Jan’s memories weren’t as polished as Nancy’s had been, or Esther’s, but years had passed and perhaps she hadn’t taken them out as often. She offered nothing new; they were the same stories from different angles: the window seat on the train, the curb-side walk home from the nightclub. In Jan’s version, it was she who’d dropped the caterpillar in the bottle of wine. She remembered the day they’d roamed around the Pitti Palace. ‘They’re something to see, you know. The Old Masters. And they weren’t all masters.’ She nodded towards the framed print of two women with a head between them in a basket. ‘That’s a woman’s work.’

‘I could have guessed,’ I said, and we laughed together then, and wove in closer.

I asked for the story of the night she and Nancy had met Lew and Tony at the pizzeria in Spinola Bay, but she wrinkled her nose and said she couldn’t remember much about it. Perhaps she didn’t want to share that bit. ‘Malta was beautiful,’ was all she gave me.

‘Do you have any photos?’ I asked her.

‘Of …?’

‘The trip,’ I said. ‘Nancy.’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t think I do.’ She either did or she didn’t, so I knew she was only pretending to consider it, but, ‘I’ll have a look in the morning,’ she said.

‘I have a picture of the three of you,’ I told her.

‘The three of us.’ It sounded lemon-sour when she said it.

‘I’ll bring it next time.’ I was thinking I would make a copy for her, maybe even put it in a frame, when she set her glass down with a crack, mouth puckered like a cat’s arse, about to say what? Don’t come again. No more of this. Whatever it was, she swallowed it. ‘Call first,’ she said, but we both knew I didn’t have her number.

We cleared pans and plates and forks into the dishwasher and moved to take a chair each by the window. Elvis curled up on the rug between us. The night outside blue-black and starlit, only a small strip light flickering somewhere inside the kennels. She had a labradoodle and a boxer for another week, more bookings after those, but she was thinking of winding the business down now, she told me; another project in the pipeline, a finger in some other pie.

‘How was Langomar?’ she asked, and I told her the truth—that I had loved it there. That I had missed it for a long time. That I still missed Gabe. Fishing rods cast from rocks at sunset, midsummer mornings in the Lagoon, bonfires on the beach, and ice a novelty—and she nodded as if she’d known it just as well, though, ‘I never went,’ she said, and I apologised, as if that were something of a loss, like missing your school formal or never getting to know your grandparents, but I wondered how she’d come to meet Mo, who had so rarely left. I wondered at the pearl—a Montis, I would have bet—nestled out of sight.

‘How well did you know Dog?’ Had that been the path she’d taken?

‘How well did anyone?’

Our glasses were empty, and she went to fetch the bottle.

‘We didn’t even know we had an uncle until he came to get us,’ I called after her. ‘Nancy never mentioned him. Not once.’

‘Why would she?’ Returning to her chair, Jan searched my face as she leaned across, and maybe she found enough of it familiar. ‘I don’t think …’ She paused as she poured, careful with her own words too, I noticed. Like me, she was not one to be caught offering a phrase she would regret when she saw the shape of it in someone else’s hands. She began again and let what would follow come this time: ‘I don’t think he was very nice to her,’ she said. ‘She didn’t like him very much.’

‘He was nice to us,’ I said in Dog’s defence, remembering snowmen and sandcastles and firm hands bouncing me to swim by myself in the Lagoon. When Dog had talked of Nancy, I felt it had been with fondness.

‘You never had that feeling around him?’ She took a long sip of wine, rested her glass on the knee she’d swung over the arm of her chair. ‘When you know there’s more to someone than what they’re letting you see, and you get that flutter in your stomach? Not the nice kind.’

I hadn’t known the nice kind well enough for it to be the thought that had fluttered in, but I’d known the other: frosty butterflies and a sense of something turning that was stirring now. A memory of a morning on a grey, deserted beach. A tide coming in, and Old Ben barking far away. It was a memory ice-cold, and Jan felt it. ‘You saw his other side,’ she said. A darker side, she meant. But that wasn’t it. That wasn’t it at all.
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Jan’s spare room was a hotel stay I would not have been able to afford; crisp cotton sheets, pillows feather-fluffed and doubled up, the shower a spotless cube. I used my own toothbrush, though there were new ones in the cupboard beneath the sink, beside a basket full of miniature toiletries and sanitary products. ‘Take whatever you need,’ she’d told me, but she hadn’t explained who she kept them for.

A painting of a sunset hung above the bed. A wash of pink and yellow, and a sandy path spilling between dunes onto a beach that reminded me of Langomar’s. I’d always thought that we’d go back. Ned still stopped by from time to time. He suspected squatters, but as long as they cleaned up after themselves, what was he to do?

‘If they clean up after themselves, how do you know they’ve been?’ Nanny had asked him.

‘I leave little traps,’ Ned said, licking his lips and lowering his voice. ‘I turn the cups a certain way, mark the doors with slips of paper, put something no one would think to notice in the tin with the key.’

‘Why not just move it?’ (The tin. The key.)

‘Rather he uses the door than breaks a window. No harm done then, I suppose.’ (He. Not she or they.) Ned called him Tidy Tim.

The bedside lamp turned dimmer, dimmer, and off with the slightest touch, and I lay in the dark, eyes open, listening to the unfamiliar ticks and crackles of the house—the creak of cooling stone, the cycling of refrigeration—while in my mind I scoured the photograph that brought Jan, Esther, and Nancy together. The three of them; phrasing Jan had not liked, but they had been three, at least for a time. Three coins tossed in the fountain, three traipsing around the Colosseum, three laughing between champagne and fireworks. But there was something else, something that hadn’t been there in the photograph, the shadow of a secret pressed tight between them like a seam of coal.

Had there been a falling-out? Over a man, Nanny had heard, but I knew firsthand how Lew and Nancy had been together, and though Jan was free to say now that the Spaniard wasn’t nice, he’d been nice enough for her to follow all the way to Spain.

Not those men, then; perhaps not a man at all.

Did it matter?

I thought it did. There was something that still held them. More than a photograph.

That’s the one she said would fuck it up.

How, though? And which one had she meant?
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‘I hope the dogs don’t keep you up,’ Jan had said. They began around midnight. Elvis alone to begin with. His bark sharp as a slap. Then came the yap-yap of the labradoodle, the howl of the boxer, but the turn of tyres had woken me too, and I climbed out of bed and edged behind the curtain.

A boxy four-wheel drive swung into the clearing. Its headlights swept across the little covey of quail I’d seen earlier and, chattering in a panic, they hurried down the side of the house and huddled beneath my window.

I couldn’t see the front door, but Jan was there already. There was no call or knock, and (ear pressed to the glass) night-time carried his voice, if not hers.

‘You okay?’ A Scottish accent. The man with the doll-sized coffee cup, I thought, with his good beard and his sleeve full of tattoos, and his All That Could Have Been.

‘I know. I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I thought you might need … She was at the restaurant … How long? … Are you sure? … I’m here now.’

He didn’t stay long but drove away quietly, the yellow of his headlights carving a path back through the bush. Elvis ran a short way behind, then sloped back, following his nose to the corner of the house where Jan met him, and he stiffened as a shiver ran through the birds beneath my window and they grew loud again. Come back! Come back! it sounded like. Jan placed a hand on the dog’s collar. ‘Don’t,’ low and firm. A warning, knowing what a kelpie is capable of—or had she seen a twitch of curtain?

Come back! Come back!

They were large quail. Too big to be quail, I realised, and as the moon lit their feathers—patterned with dots and dashes—memories broke like waves.

Where did you get this? Alison had asked me when she’d seen Gabe’s feather in the little Qantas plane reclaimed. It was from a guinea fowl, she’d said. Funny thing to have found. I didn’t tell her that I’d found it in a shoebox stuffed beneath a chest of drawers. Taken it when I shouldn’t have. Hidden it for a long time pressed flat beneath my mattress.

Never seen one of those before, have you? Gabe had said, and I hadn’t, and I’d wanted it very much. Rocket gave me that, he’d told me, the first time I saw her. The first time, because she’d come back. It was Rocket who’d set fire to the shed and gone through Nanny’s things.

She was here, Gabe had promised me, time and time again, and all these years later, I finally believed him.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Nanny didn’t press for details of the women I’d met with. She wasn’t interested (drunks and strays and runaways) and I waited a week or more before I trailed a hand.

‘Why didn’t you like Jan?’

We were Sunday-morning-slow at the kitchen counter, second cups of coffee and crusts on plates.

‘Jan who?’

‘Jan Fletcher. Nancy’s friend. The one she went travelling with.’

‘Oh.’ Nanny looked up from her share of newspaper, scratched a bit of sleep from her eye. ‘I don’t know. Maybe I was only jealous.’ It’s what Alison had said. We both missed her sitting between us. ‘Maybe I thought she wasn’t good enough.’

For whom? dissolved beneath my tongue.

‘She didn’t come from a good family—hadn’t a proper family at all, really. Her mother was a strange one. Christine. We went to school together. Well, she was in Alison’s year. Such a pretty girl.’ Nanny sighed. ‘She had lovely hair. Silky curls. We were all quite jealous.’

Surely not of that alone?

‘She had nice teeth too—braces, of course—but she had a lot of problems.’ Nanny shook her head remembering them all. ‘They’d have a name for it now, I’m sure. One of your assistants helping in the classroom. I remember she’d scratch at the prongs of her fork, though there wasn’t a nip of food left between them. That sort of fussy, you know?’

I did. I remembered Arlo’s obsession with the cutlery in his pocket.

‘And then she got into the drink and the drugs. No one ever really wondered who the baby’s father was. Sad, really.’ She tapped the newspaper in front of her as if it was all in there.

‘Did Nancy ever bring Jan to Langomar?’

The idea seemed to startle Nanny. ‘Nancy rarely came back herself. By the time they got together, she’d moved on.’ As if the home they’d brought her up in had only been a station on a line that ran away. ‘Why the sudden interest?’

‘No reason.’ I shrugged, and she let it go. Nanny was no stranger to random thoughts and questions.

Christmas came and we trimmed the tree and stuffed the turkey and set the table with the better linen and the glasses with gold rims. We did all the things we usually did, but it was too quiet without Alison.

The homeless asked after her on Saturday mornings, but once they were told why she was missing, they did not ask again. ‘That’s a shame,’ they said. ‘She was nice.’ That’s what it all boiled down to. They were sorry, and I thanked them, and slid their eggs onto their plates.

‘She’s sorely missed,’ Father Timothy assured me.

Bonnie and I met up for coffee in the holidays. She began a book based on their love and friendship, which helped dilute her grief, at least while she was writing. ‘You should try it,’ she told me.

‘Yeah-nah,’ I said.

I started running. It clears your head, I’d heard. Down and across Flinders Street and once around Yokine Reserve, then twice. Three times if I didn’t feel there were too many dog-walkers who’d judge my slowing down.

Maybe I’d go travelling. Travel changes everyone, Jan had said. I was due long service leave, and it was time for a change, I thought.

But something came up on the first week of the next school holidays.

A young English couple had gone missing from Northbridge in March. It had been all over the news, and a few weeks into their disappearance, a story on The Project detailed three other backpackers who’d gone missing in Perth twenty years ago.

Three separate cases, but were they connected?

Three young women.

The first two I did not recognise, but the third was still familiar. Ray-Bans buried in a curly bob and a gap between her teeth.

‘Marta Olsen has never been found,’ the woman covering the story said.

I scrambled for the remote control and pressed the arrow up, up, up, startling Nanny who was dozing. ‘Look,’ I told her, waving it towards the screen, but Marta’s photograph was smaller now, behind the panel, set beside the girls I did not know, and Nanny couldn’t see that well without her glasses, and by the time she’d put them on, they’d all disappeared.

‘We’ll see you on the other side of this break.’

I muted the television, googled Marta Olsen and tried again, turning the smaller screen of my phone to show Nanny the same picture of Dog’s Marta.

Nanny took the phone and leaned in close. ‘There might be something,’ she began, but a slight cringe said she wasn’t sure there was enough. ‘He had such a lot of girlfriends. They all looked the same to me.’

It wasn’t true. I remembered how carefully she’d received them.

‘Harry didn’t like the one before her,’ I tried to jog her memory. ‘Chloe. She was from Perth. And the next one was Marta.’ Jiggling the phone. ‘You told her she ate like a horse and marvelled that she still managed to wear such a small bikini.’

‘How can you remember that?’ Nanny chuckled, but still she shook her head. ‘I could never keep up with them,’ excusing herself from giving any of them much more thought. She swiped the screen clear and passed me back my phone. ‘Long dead in a ditch, I’m sure, poor thing. Put it away now. My show’s about to start.’

I found my laptop, while Nanny settled in to My Kitchen Rules.

‘You not watching?’

‘I’m listening,’ I lied.

Marta had set out from Copenhagen with friends who’d gone their separate ways in Indonesia, leaving her to fly on to Perth alone (still wishing they hadn’t, I imagined). She’d picked fruit and worked in restaurants and clubs, and taken a bus to Geraldton, where she’d befriended a group of fishermen who’d said they’d take her out to the Abrolhos, but their plans had not been firm enough for them to miss her when she hadn’t shown up; and then she’d gone back to Perth, checked into a backpackers and stayed a week before she moved on somewhere else. But had she really moved on somewhere else? they debated now. Had she really gone back to Perth? No one had remembered actually seeing her there. There’d been no CCTV at the backpackers. ‘It’s just a steady stream, in and out, this time of year,’ the owners had said. She’d paid up-front, because they’d asked her to, and she’d left her passport in the safe behind reception, because they’d asked for that as well, and when they’d realised she’d left without it, they’d expected her to realise too, but she hadn’t, so they’d waited a fortnight and then called the police.

‘Why so long?’ journalists had asked in their haste to point a finger.

Marta’s father had flown in from Denmark. ‘She was coming home to study in the new year,’ he told reporters.

I wondered what she’d wanted to be. He didn’t say.

For weeks, Marta’s picture had smiled out of newspapers, lead current affairs programs, and been plastered on billboards and bus stops around the city. There’d been a sixty-thousand-dollar reward offered, but apparently no news had made it up to Langomar, and soon enough it was old news and Marta’s story had fizzled out.

She had disappeared without a trace.

Nanny silenced a commercial break. ‘Have you ever had mustard leaf soup?’

I didn’t answer but filled her in on what I’d found of Marta’s disappearance.

‘She was the nicest of all the girlfriends Dog brought home,’ I told her.

‘He could have had any girl he wanted,’ Nanny said. ‘He certainly had the looks, didn’t he? Something of the old Tony Curtis.’

I didn’t know who Tony Curtis was.

‘Ned will be here this weekend,’ she told me at the next mute of commercials, Marta forgotten already. We’d only just seen Ned at Easter, but Nanny was looking forward to seeing him again. With Alison gone, Ned was her Remember when and What about the time and Did you ever find out what happened to …?

‘School holidays?’ That wasn’t like him. ‘How is he?’ I asked. He’d not been looking well.

‘He eats too much of that fuel station rubbish,’ she said. ‘I’ve told him to lay off the Chiko Rolls, and those potato fritters—they’re just oil and cardboard.’

We watched the television together for a while. ‘Tamarind Lobster,’ Nanny read from the screen. ‘We were never short of crayfish, were we?’ So, part of her had wandered north. ‘Never tried it with noodles though.’

‘Do you think Ned stays at Langomar, when he checks up on the place?’ I asked.

‘Why wouldn’t he?’ Nanny huffed. ‘Lord knows he’s done most of the work up there.’

‘Harry paid him, though?’ It had always been clear from the gloss of his jeans to the old duffel bag he kept his change of clothes in that Ned didn’t have as much money as Harry did.

‘Tish-tosh,’ Nanny said, which was neither yes nor no.

‘Do you think Harry will ever sell it?’

‘Langomar? He couldn’t even if he wanted to,’ she said. ‘It’s not his alone to sell. It belongs to his cousin as well, and their fathers put a whatsit on the deed. Oh, you know …’ She pursed her lips and siphoned a breath between her teeth. ‘A condition.’ It wasn’t the word she wanted. ‘They were quite controlling men, but I suppose they wanted to keep the family close. Fat lot of good it did.’

‘So, they can’t sell it?’ As far as I knew, Harry’s cousin lived in Darwin.

‘That’s what I’m saying. There’s this rule.’ The right word still soap-slippery. ‘Ned knows more about it than I do. He always handled that side of things.’

Did he?

‘It’s not the only place sitting empty.’ She patted the arm of her chair and pointed the remote back at the screen, muting any further questions, but the subject lay like a blanket on her lap.

‘There was a family with a place not far from us,’ she slotted into the next commercial break, picking up the conversation as if we hadn’t spent the last ten minutes talking about deep fried ice cream. ‘He was a doctor. He wasn’t often there, but his wife and two children used to come up in the holidays. She was a beautiful woman—from Sri Lanka, I think—very friendly. Pretty little girls she had, too.’ Nanny drifted off for a moment, and I imagined them splashing in the shallows, sea water, and sand in buckets. ‘They were all three killed on a long weekend.’

‘Jesus!’

Nanny nodded. ‘Their car hit a tree. He was driving, of course.’ Of course? She tutted. ‘He never came again.’

‘Did he sell his house?’

‘Maybe he did.’ Esther’s house, with its Encyclopedia Britannicas and The Merck Manual of Diagnosis—Reckon Doc’s got a bit to answer for!—and the patches on the walls where the doctor’s family photos must have hung. ‘But Harry can’t sell Langomar, that’s what I’m saying. It can be passed down, but it can’t be sold. I suppose that will make it yours when he dies.’

Not just mine.

Nanny’s thoughts took the same turn, though she would not have admitted it. ‘I wonder what ever happened to that boy of Esther’s,’ she said. ‘Gabe, wasn’t it?’

It was the first time she’d mentioned him in a long while. Esther was a subject we’d avoided for years. Gabe and I had lost touch long ago. When letters turned to emails, which changed like the weather. I’d looked for him in all the newer places: Facebook and Instagram, Twitter.

‘Ned says he lives in Bali,’ I told her.

She didn’t ask how Ned knew. She wanted nothing from Harry. Nothing of him. But at Christmas, Ned had shared a photograph Harry had sent him, and I’d forwarded it to myself when he wasn’t looking. (He’d deleted any message that had come with it.)

I pulled the picture up on my phone, which Nanny took and held for longer than I thought she would while I crouched beside her.

A man now, on the screen in her hand, strength in his shoulders, and a jawline he hadn’t had in the days she’d shooed him out from under her feet. Hair still a little too long for her liking, perhaps. It was teased into early dreadlocks, a silver ring through his nose. His eyes were still merry with laughter. In the photograph he was standing between two women in barely-there bikinis. ‘Chip off the old block,’ Nanny said, which was as close as she’d ever trodden to who Gabe’s father was.

I’d done the maths. Nancy met Esther in London before she went to find Lew, which was in September. I didn’t know whether Esther had left for Australia right away, but I was sure she’d gone straight to Langomar when she arrived. Gabe’s birthday was July 15 and he’d been premature. More than once I’d heard the story of Nanny delivering him. Step-by-step taken from a book while Harry stood by with the kitchen scissors. (I was so small, they kept me in a matchbox with a tissue for a blanket.)

I might have asked Nanny outright, but the break finished, and she handed me the phone and said, ‘Back on,’ which I took as Shut up now.

‘We had this dog once,’ Nanny said at the next mute of commercials. ‘A long time ago. Clown. The children named it after some television show they used to watch—when we had a television. We hadn’t long moved up to Langomar when it got its tail slammed in a car door—it was a waggy little thing—and goodness, the noise it made! Miles away from any vet, of course, so we took it to the doctor—we knew the family was there that weekend—and he took that tail off on his kitchen bench. It was only a little dog. His wife held it still and, I must say, your mother was a great help. I thought for a while she might go into nursing. She had that presence of mind. Calm in a crisis.’ Better than most at keeping it together?

‘Was he okay?’ Clown, I meant.

‘Right as rain! Went on to live a long, happy life! A bit less waggy, though.’ She laughed. ‘Funny the things you remember.’

Nanny’s show finished, and I said I’d take Monkey for a walk. I wanted space and sky and time to think.

‘It’s dark,’ Nanny said, but it didn’t matter. I’d never been afraid of it.

She was in bed when I got back, and Monkey trotted off to join her while I poured myself a glass of wine, took the bottle back to the couch, googled Harry Bruno and filtered to pictures. Most were of his work—full-screen reproductions and long shots of canvases hung on walls, with chairs and strangers placed for scale; close-ups of fantastic detail, backgrounds palette-knife-tormented, paint-pressed and patched with strips of newspaper, lolly wrappers, strands of hair—but scattered throughout were photographs of Harry. Portraits from magazine articles, snaps from awards and fundraisers. Dinner jacket tight across his shoulders and an arm around Esther’s waist, which was still narrow, her smile always wide. Always bright. ‘The cat that got the cream,’ Alison had said once when she’d come up stocking-quiet behind me.

I filtered News, and a recent photo popped up—one I hadn’t seen before: Harry and Esther lined up among other contributors at a charity auction. Harry was no longer tallest in the row. In his eighties now, he would no longer fill a doorway. The strength of them was in Esther, in her arms and the plant of her feet, and all the things she did for him that she hadn’t needed to before. Did she help him put his pants on? Did his shoes close with velcro now? Were there handles in the bathroom? Did she wash his back and shoulders in the bath, the way she used to slather Gabe and me with sunscreen? There was more life left in her than in him. She would earn what would be left to her, but she’d be left the lot.

I googled Esther Bruno and found more of the same (sequins and smiles and shoulder-to-shoulders). Harry and Esther Bruno children? Nothing but a link back to a Wikipedia page I knew by heart.

I topped up my wine.

Gabriel Bruno. Gabriel Burton. Plenty of photographs, but none of them were him.

I opened another tab: Tony Curtis young.

Nanny was right, Dog had looked a lot like him, but Gabe didn’t.

Reaching for another glass of wine, I was surprised to find that there was not enough left in the bottle. It was late, and I wanted to run in the morning. Closing tabs, I found myself back where I’d started, with Marta. Sunglasses on top of her head, gap-toothed smile, the string of a halter top, and shoulders toasted like almonds. Dog must have known that she’d gone missing. He’d been living in Perth, where news of her disappearance would have been everywhere. Had he mentioned it when he’d come next, Slip Slop Slap in tow?

You need to take it easy, Harry had warned him.

Ned must have known, and I remembered then the newspaper he’d brought to Langomar and spread on the kitchen table.

There’s too much bloody smoke for there to be no fire.

He could have had any girl he wanted.

A flutter in my stomach (not the nice kind) and a new tab opened: Chloe South Perth missing 1996. A flicker of wondering what I was doing, but all too quickly there she was: Chloe Kent. Long blonde hair and a second set of earrings. Eight days of looking before they’d found her, way beyond Bells Rapids, in her burnt-out Nissan Micra. Police confirmed that they were treating her death as a suicide, and connections were made to a teenager found hanged behind a bus shelter in Bassendean only weeks before. Miss Mulholland, who’d been cut down by a dog-walker at first light.

Suicide in teenagers was rising and it was a matter of concern, a spokesman said.

But more than that.

Feet dangling down the rabbit hole, I grabbed at the grass on either side to keep from tumbling in, because in the caption beneath the photograph of the teenager who’d hanged herself, she was more than Miss Mulholland.

She was Kassie—with a K.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

There was still a week left of the school holidays, and I set off early Saturday morning with food enough to last till Friday, split between two green shopping bags and the big esky we only ever used at Christmas. A mop and bucket and a box of cleaning products on the back seat, I bought a gas cylinder when I stopped for fuel. It was still dark. Breakfast radio predicted a hot weekend with the chance of a shower on Monday, and the news cycled every half-hour around a fire in a kebab shop and the latest speculation on the English backpackers, who were still missing.

Past Yanchep, the sky began to lighten to the yellow-orange of spilt juice. On either side of the road, tousle-headed gum trees stooped like old men in the salt mist of early morning.

Nanny hadn’t wanted to come with me. ‘There’s nothing there but memories I don’t want to chase,’ she’d said. I hadn’t told her what I’d found of Chloe or of Kassie with a K. I hadn’t troubled her with what was troubling me. ‘Why the sudden interest in Langomar?’ Perhaps she thought it was her mention of its passing to me when Harry died, and maybe there was a shoot of that, but there were other, greener, firmer thoughts snaking between palings. I wanted to dust away the cobwebs of the year it had been home. The year Marta had gone missing, and Chloe had been found burned to a crisp in the little car she’d driven all the way up to visit short weeks before, and what must have been only days after Kassie with a K had wrapped her dog’s lead around a concrete beam in the dead of night. I wanted to sit in the shade of the house and contemplate what might have been done there. I wanted to find the doctor’s cottage, lever the boards from Harry’s studio, turn things over and dig a little, here and there.

I don’t think he was very nice to her. Jan’s words hung like socks left on a line.

I’d looked for the Russian dancers, though I struggled to remember their names. I remembered their clothes, their flat brown stomachs, and the bones of their hips that rose above the low sling of their shorts. I’d remembered enough to google redhead Coronation Street, and there was Rita Tanner. Rita Russian missing Perth 1996, I googled then, but it was only Marta’s photograph that flashed back up. Only that. Links to articles I’d read earlier, a Sixty Minutes story I’d already seen. I tried again and again, but is something even lost if no one misses it? An earring never worn, or a pen not favoured. We look for keys when we need the car, but there is a world of difference between What are you doing there? and That’s where you are—I’ve been looking all over! Between a purse lost or taken.

Lenora, I googled, but on its own what could I ever have expected to find?

There’d been other treasures in Gabe’s box. Bikini tops and bottoms, a pocketknife and a plastic pony. Two other young women had gone missing in 1995. A body had been found in a park. Another scraped off the railway track in Leederville.

The sun rose as pearly as a torch behind a sheet, but within half an hour blue had soaked through as the day washed in from the east. I remembered the distance. I remembered, too, the width. The endless bush broken only by the Indian Ocean swinging in close and dipping out of sight as the road snaked its way up the west coast. Crows, kangaroos, and foxes flattened and picked at on the shimmering tarmac. Sand dunes rising here and there. I’d seen them as leftover drifts of snow when I’d first arrived, nine years old and new to it all—the great dome of the sky, the scorch of full sun—but I’d grown to scale. These days I kept a cardigan handy year-round, and snow was something that fell in Christmas movies.

I missed the turn-in to Langomar. By the time I saw it, it was too late to brake with a four-wheel drive behind me, and it was a while before I could pull over to let it pass and turn around. Coming at it from the north, it was easier to see the widening of verge, the patch of cornflake gravel and the neck of track: PRIVATE PROPERTY. The tree that hid the dip around the corner, the bush that hid the gate. BRUNO had weathered away, but the wooden posts had not leaned over the years, though I suppose Ned would have stood them back up if they had. I must bolt the gate properly when I leave, he’d said, and be sure to drain the generator and turn the water off. I’d promised him I would. He hadn’t asked why I was going or told me that I shouldn’t. It was Nanny who’d cautioned me to lower any expectations. ‘It won’t have stayed the way you remember it,’ she said. ‘Things never do.’

I had worried a little that the track would be too overgrown, and at its end there had always been a slough of sand. The trick, I knew, was to take a run-up and stay off the brakes, but the Barina’s tyres would not grab like those of Ned’s ute or Harry’s old truck. It was a relief when I made it down and into the clearing. I had steeled myself for the changes time and weather would have wreaked, but I had not expected company: a boxy white Jeep parked beside the boatshed, dented rims and dribbles of orange rust at the edges of its doors.

Its tyres were sand-caked, its upholstery faded, though its roof was slick-black and stretched tight. There was nothing much inside it but dried mud on its pedals, coins in the tray between the seats, and a solar Jesus on the dashboard, ticking back and forth. Behind the patched flyscreen, Langomar’s windowless front door was open. No need for me to find the tin that hid the key. It was on the kitchen counter.

‘Hello?’ What else would I have called out?

There were dishes beside the sink. Washed and rinsed and dry. The chopping board was propped behind the taps, the way we’d always stood it. Two mugs, two plates, a knife, and a spoon.

‘Hello?’ again.

The sheets that had been draped over chairs and couches were all gone. Cushions had been found and plumped in corners. There was freshly chopped wood in the copper drum beside the stove. There was linen on Nanny and Harry’s bed, which the strangers hadn’t made. Too warm or perhaps too tangled for the blanket they’d pulled from the wardrobe, it lay in a heap on the floor (which had been swept and mopped). Three summer dresses and a salmon-pink shirt hung in the wardrobe. Underwear covered the bottom of one drawer. Shorts, singlets, and t-shirts were folded neatly in another. Two backpacks slumped against the wall.

Out on the deck, the blunt ends of cigarettes filled the shell that had always been an ashtray. Empty beer bottles, a box that served as bin. A beach-battered copy of The Bell Jar sat on the table, and hanging on the old Hills hoist were two wetsuits: his and hers.

It was not the way I had imagined squatters lived. I’d seen them on A Current Affair, when they’d refused to leave places they had no right to be inside, torn fixtures from walls and smeared shit on anything they couldn’t smash or steal. They did not hunt out tea towels and plump cushions. (They did not read Sylvia Plath.)

I wondered if they were cooling off in the Lagoon, or fishing from the rocks, and I thought of following them to the beach but felt they’d have a firmer stand on neutral territory, so I walked around the deck, watching one bar flicker on my phone, thinking I would call Ned first; wondering if I’d stumbled on his Tidy Tim.

A sudden rise of finches told me they were coming back.

The squeal of a laugh.

She saw me first. Elf-like in her height and slightness and the shaggy chop of her hair. She bumped his shoulder to stop him, to show him, but he’d seen me too. Their hands came apart and he flapped an arm in a gesture less a wave than what the hell?

‘Who the fuck are you?’ he called out, and I might have wondered the same, but it was only for a second, because I knew him in two. I recognised him from photographs I’d seen, but what was he doing here, and how was I to introduce myself?

I didn’t need to. The hand he’d held up in the air clamped suddenly across his mouth, then shot back up in the air—both hands in the air—and a smile exploding on his face. He came forward in exaggerated slow motion to give me time to see it—not knowing I’d seen it already—the height and breadth of him, the nutbrown tangle of his hair, the width of his smile, the tilt of his head, the ring through his nose.

‘Winnie Luna!’ Gabe called, and I leaped off the deck and ran full pelt into his open arms.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

When you have known someone that well, it doesn’t matter how much time has run between you. There is a bridge cobbled from memories shared and looks exchanged. Foundations driven deep. This leads to this leads to that, and before you know it you are together in the sweet grass on the other side.

We ate lunch around the table on the deck, just like old times. A bottle of wine, jam jars for glasses, cheeses and olives and bread torn from the loaf. ‘I can’t believe it’s been twenty years!’ Gabe kept saying. It had been twenty-one.

‘I can’t believe you’re here,’ I told him. I couldn’t believe he’d come through Perth without calling, without thinking of catching up.

‘You need to give me your number,’ he said, but he could have found me without it. There weren’t many Winter Robins on Facebook, but what did I have to show that stood as tall as his own life? A lidded latte and a notepad in a slowly filling lecture theatre (First day nerves!), Monkey sleeping on his back, still wearing the little vampire cape we’d wrestled him in to answer the door (Happy Halloween!). But he might have liked to see Nanny stuffed and smiling on her birthday, pressed between Bonnie and Ned. He might have liked to see me.

‘Jee doesn’t really do social media,’ Helena explained, but it wasn’t true. Jeeby was already showing off his Facebook page, his still life on Instagram. ‘It’s more for his work,’ she said then.

Helena was from Paris, or near Paris. ‘You won’t know it,’ she told me when I asked, but she told me anyway (and I hadn’t known it). ‘Don’t worry,’ she said with a laugh. ‘For people in France, Western Australia is all Perth and Darwin.’ Gabe winked at me, and that was something. She blew a tongueless little raspberry. ‘My family has really no idea how fantastic Australia is.’ She meant its size, and I was thrown back again to the morning I’d arrived, driving to Langomar in Ned’s old ute, this great new continent stretching further than I’d ever seen while still more of it kept appearing through the windshield.

‘Hel’s a journo,’ Gabe said, and Hel gave a look to seem more modest than I think she felt. She was quite beautiful, slim and strong and glossy as a seal.

‘In fact, I need to submit something to my editor soon,’ she said. ‘There’s no coverage here in Lang-mar.’ (There was no ‘o’ the way she said it.) ‘Believe me, I’ve tried!’ She held an imaginary phone above her head and waved it from side to side to illustrate what trying had entailed. When she laughed, full lips opened on perfect little teeth with no apparent fillings. ‘You have to go right back to the gate,’ she told me. ‘There’s a sweet spot there.’

I was uncomfortable being told this thing I hadn’t known before, but there had been no mobile phones back then. There had been racing on hands and standing on heads, casting from rocks and rolling in surf.

‘What are you writing about?’ I asked her.

‘All sorts.’ She gave another little laugh. ‘Travel pieces, for a while now. Mostly fluff, you know?’ She swatted the topic away. ‘What about you? What do you do?’

‘I’m a primary school teacher,’ I told them, and was burned by the brightness of Gabe’s surprise. It only takes one to let go. ‘How long have you guys been here?’ I asked, to move the talk along.

Helena’s cheeks puffed, and she blew out the answer with a pop of air. ‘Ten days, maybe?’ Looking to Gabe for confirmation.

‘About that, yeah.’

She spat an olive pip into the dirt. ‘So, you guys are related how?’ Gabe and I shook our heads in unison. We had fallen into step, tread familiar, shoulders jostling in the side-by-side that never was completely. One of us had always been in front or a step behind. ‘Half-brother-sister? Cousins?’ Gabe and I exchanged another look and a private joke that made her bristle.

‘Fuck you.’ She was laughing, but she topped up her own wine and not ours. ‘Robins? Bruno?’ The glass in her hand wavered like a divination stick, a fresh-looking tattoo of an elephant wearing a crown, bobbing between us on her wrist.

‘I’m Robins,’ I began, wondering where she’d heard it, but Gabe cut in front.

‘I’ll explain later,’ he told her, but what was there to explain? He might have been my cousin or my uncle or no relative at all, but he was not a Robins.

Helena showed the wet of her bottom lip and gave a jerk of her head, as if it didn’t matter to her either way, but something pulled between us like a skipping rope as Gabe turned to me.

‘What brings you here, anyway?’ he asked. ‘Why now?’

‘No particular reason,’ I said.

An eyebrow raised reminded me that he had always known when I was lying, but he allowed it with a shrug. I wouldn’t tell him the truth with Helena at the table. I would wait until we were alone to ask what he remembered of Dog’s girlfriends. ‘How long are you staying?’ I asked.

‘Reckon I’ll head back to Indo next month,’ he said. ‘I just need to lie low for a bit—need a break—you know?’ It was a quick tweak of phrase, but it was lying low that shone. ‘Hel’s heading up to Broome,’ he added.

‘Eventually,’ Helena said. ‘Kalbarri first. Have you been there?’

I hadn’t.

‘The gorges are really something, I think. I’m looking forward to doing some proper walking.’ She slapped her thighs as if there was anything on them but cocoa butter. ‘From there I’ll head to Exmouth, then Monkey Mia.’

She had them in the wrong order. Monkey Mia came first.

‘Our dog came from there,’ I said. ‘Well, not on his own, obviously.’ I laughed, and they joined in, because a second wine bottle was half empty already. We talked for a while about the shelter Bev ran, and I nudged in front. It was nice to have something to contribute beyond fresh bread and soft cheese. I told them about the truck drivers and couriers like Ned who bundled puppies into cardboard boxes and ferried them from outer towns to Geraldton and on to Perth, where PAWS found them forever homes, and Helena ducked inside to fetch a notebook and began to jot things down.

‘Just in case,’ she told us. In case she ran short of stories. ‘What did I tell you?’ she put to Gabe. ‘Sometimes things just drop on your knees!’ It was fall in your lap, she wanted, but theirs was the private joke.

‘Do you remember that time we went with Ned?’

I reminded Gabe of the day Ned had taken us to a pub on the high, windy edge of Geraldton, where we’d had a counter lunch and left with a cardboard box lined with a towel that had not always been the colour that it was, and four puppies curled like kidney beans around their mother who was too skinny to stand up. Gabe flicked me a look that stung like a tea towel to the back of a leg, but he needn’t have worried. I wasn’t about to tell Helena why we’d been sent away with Ned; that the police had come snaking in to Langomar; that we’d had to run away in whatever we were wearing, and that Gabe’s thongs had not been by the door so that he’d been barefoot all day. Those parts were ours and I would not share them, though I wanted desperately to pull every detail of that time apart like a pork neck finished in a slow cooker. ‘You remember that day?’ I tried again.

‘Not really.’ I let his lie go as easily as he’d let mine. Fish too small to fry.

‘It’s a fucking long way to hitchhike,’ Gabe said, sharing what was left of the wine between his glass and Helena’s. She’d heard it all before (eye roll and a sigh). ‘Tell her, Win. It’s crazy-far, and it’s coming up to rainy season.’

‘It is a really long way,’ I admitted. ‘Isn’t there a bus from Geraldton?’

She shrugged, and Gabe seemed to lose interest. ‘You’re here for the weekend, then?’

I’d been planning on staying till the weekend following, but something in his framing of the question suggested that I wouldn’t, now. ‘Maybe Tuesday?’ The weekend was Saturday, Sunday. Monday perhaps, but Tuesday was a stretch. ‘If that’s okay?’

Gabe was in front again. ‘Yeah, no worries,’ he said, but it sounded less than sincere, and I weighed up what I might do with the rest of the week I had off.

I was left to wander alone after lunch. Talk of showers and naps and The Bell Jar lay with the crumbs on the table, and I would not listen at a window.

I took the path that led to Harry’s studio. Padlock fast on the steel door’s latch, sliding door and windows boarded but for one panel which had rotted, or been levered off. I remembered how Gabe and I used to skin our shins shimmying up to hang by our elbows from the ledge and spy on Harry painting or dozing on his cot, one hand behind his head, and the other scratching his belly or pressed down his pants. I remembered the afternoon we’d seen the Russians posing with their clothes off.

The sill wasn’t the stretch it had been, but I didn’t have the strength or agility or the trust I’d had in it at nine or ten years old.

The bay wasn’t as wide as I remembered it. Seal Rock and Pudding Island not quite as big. I stood on the flat rocks where we used to fish and picnic. The wreck of the Salacia was gone, worn away by years of wash and weather. There was something of her on a low tide, Gabe said, but not enough to notice if you didn’t know to look.

I walked south to the Lagoon, clear and shallow with barely a ripple getting past the reef. The beach and its surrounds were all back-of-hand familiar. The sharp rocks on the point beyond, the dunes where Gabe and I had so often lain. Between them and back a little I found the Thong Tree, rubber tongues still hammered flat against its trunk. I remembered with a queasy thrill the time Esther had marched us down to face what one of us had done: a nail through a starfish still alive—still blue.

From the Thong Tree there was still a track to Esther’s house. Twenty-one years of wind and rain and no one keeping an eye on it, the front door was all the way open, and a dry slurry of dirt carpeted the hall. Light smeared through windows thick with salt-mud and spiderwebs.

I wondered how the doctor had lived out his life. Whether he’d managed any sort of happiness, or lost himself in a bottle, or thrown himself from a bridge. I wondered if he’d ever missed his books. I wondered if he’d ever come back, quietly in the night perhaps, sneaking through the back way Gabe had talked about. To remember. To watch.

A tree had pitched through the roof of Esther’s bedroom and the plasterboard wall that stood between it and what had been Harry’s first studio had collapsed. Gabe had been right, there was nothing much in there, and what little there had been was mulch now. New growth had begun around the rooms—one room now, which was open to sunlight and rain—and the rotting trunk was like the mast of another shipwreck, covered in bird shit and lead-grey skinks; but propped beside the door, and better sheltered from the seasons, was a canvas. Its bottom edge had drawn up silt and rain, so half of it was soft and stained, but it was still a painting. A pelican. We used to see them flying by sometimes, like squadrons over the water, but they didn’t often come in to the beach. This one had a broken neck which hung like a hosepipe over its shoulder. How was it still standing? I left the painting where I’d found it. I didn’t want it. The damp had hurt it and it wasn’t very nice. It wasn’t very good.

Gabe’s bedroom drawers were empty, and there was nothing but an old spent lighter in the secret space beneath the bottom one, but, turning to leave, I caught sight of something painted on the window and was shocked all over again to see the scrub of Gabe’s little brushes in three shades of purple (Mulberry Kisses, Perfect Plum and Purple Rain): Cuckoo.

Esther had been furious.

Was it you?

I didn’t stay long. There were too many ghosts in corners. I cut back the way I’d come, traced the wash of tide back to the north end of the beach, where I lay on the pancake-flat rocks, licking salt sparkles from my fingers and making shapes of the few clouds in the sky, the way Gabe and I used to; and when this brought back a memory lost, I found the scratch of our initials, GB & WR, right at the top of the Steps, where Gabe had found Lenora’s purse and a pocketknife, and where a lash of rope startled me in its shape and drew my eye to its end, a battered craypot and a float, and something else. Buried up to his waist at the base of a small shaggy gum tree was Dr X. His shirt was gone, his hair faded to all one shade of nothing, both his eyes sun-bleached pink now, and his arms weathered brittle. He left a trail of death and destruction behind him, Gabe had often reminded me, and I remembered why I’d returned to Langomar, and following the Steps back down to the sand, I set off back to the homestead. Dorian Exler jammed into my waistband like a dagger.
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I did not want to ask Gabe everything, but I wanted what he remembered, and I knew that would be more than I did. Until we left, he’d lived his whole life in Langomar, and though I would have been loath to admit it at the time, he’d known Dog much better than I had. But he had known me too, and when I returned to the house quieter than I’d left it, he noticed. A hand on my arm that slowed me for a moment out of earshot, a cocked head and a frown, a mouthed: ‘Are you okay?’ But it was not the time, only the place.

I gave him a smile and a nod, but he knew something was running deeper. Perhaps he guessed the whispers had begun.

We had supper late. Fish Gabe had caught that morning. So many bones, I made a stick man on the edge of my plate.

‘You did that your first day here,’ Gabe said, pointing at it with his fork.

‘Did I?’ Something swelled at his remembering this thing I didn’t.

‘Christmas Day. How good were the crays?’

I agreed they’d been amazing, but in truth I’d never really liked them. Cockroaches of the sea, Harry used to call them and laugh with his mouth full, pink sauce on his tongue and caught up with the stringy white flesh between his teeth.

‘Might have to get myself a boat,’ Gabe said; so he was thinking of staying longer. ‘Shame Ned sold the tinnie.’

I didn’t know the tinnie had been Ned’s to sell.

‘Remember how pissed off you used to be when Harry made us clean it?’

I didn’t.

‘Fuck, you had a temper on you!’

Had I?

We lay together on the daybed after supper, Helena’s head cradled in Gabe’s resting arm, mine pillowed by his stomach, his free hand passing a joint between us, ash falling like soot into my hair.

On Sunday morning we ran single file to the beach and sprawled on towels in the warming oven of the day. We swam together in the Lagoon, and I patter-footed in the wet sand while they bodysurfed the waves further up the bay. ‘Come on!’ Gabe tried to pull me in to join them, but I wouldn’t go. ‘You’ve gone chicken on me!’ he taunted, sending great arcs of water with the flats of his hands, but it wasn’t that.

I so badly wanted Gabe without Helena, but there was never any space between them. Not nearly enough for the easing of shoulders and the sweeping of cobwebs. I needed Gabe on the other side of my memories, his grip on the corners so I could hang them out properly.

I trailed him into the kitchen early Sunday evening, but in a heartbeat came the flip and flop and creak of boards behind us. ‘These are yours?’

Helena held a pair of lace-trimmed knickers between finger and thumb, pink so pastel they may have been white to begin with, caught up by accident and thrown in with something red.

Gabe’s eyes widened a fraction and all at once I was in his corner. ‘Oh no! They are!’ I cried, feigning embarrassment and closing the knickers in a fist. ‘They must have fallen out of my bag.’

‘They were in the Jeep,’ Helena said. ‘Under the seat.’

‘What the hell, Win?’ Gabe’s laugh was loud, but I let him have it.
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Monday had rain worrying its boundaries, and we kept close to the house, books and naps. Helena tapped away on her little laptop, and mid-afternoon she tucked it under her arm and slid the Jeep’s keys from the glass bowl on the kitchen bench. ‘I’ll be gone maybe an hour or more?’ she said, making it sound like a question when it didn’t need an estimate or any answer.

She left Gabe and me on the shaded deck, sloped down to the balls of our backsides, our legs on second chairs, drinking beer, ice-cold from the bottom of an Engel that Gabe had bought in Perth, which sat in the laundry-pantry between the brittle cheese casing of Esther’s old top-loader and the generator that ran for two hours every day. It was quiet now, as we were, watching a circus of galahs search the flat stretch to the woodshed and the Hills hoist for seeds.

I was about to table everything, to tell him about Chloe and Marta, Slip Slop Slap and Kassie with a K, and ask what he remembered of that time, when he spoke. ‘Can I ask you a question? You can tell me to get stuffed if you want.’ He paused, waiting for some signal to go on.

I would never have told him to get stuffed. He could have asked me anything, and I’d have allowed him something of an answer. I’m sure he knew it; still, I tipped my beer towards him.

‘Do you still talk to your brother?’

‘No.’ Too quickly?

‘Do you remember him? The real him, I mean.’

‘The real him?’

He took a deep breath. The kind that comes before the clearing of a table, the getting out of bed. ‘I need to show you something,’ he said. ‘I want to …’ A straightening of phrase. ‘I just …’ Nerves playing at his edges. ‘Give me a minute. Don’t go anywhere.’

Where was it he thought I might go?

It was his passport he fetched and passed across the table, though he did not let go right away, so that we held it between us like a bonbon-cracker. So, this is it, I thought. The moment of truth. Bruno or Burton or something else entirely.

‘You know I was born here?’ This he wanted to clarify, before he let it go. ‘Mo and Harry delivered me.’ A story we both knew.

His passport was soft-covered and well-worn, blue-green tattoos between its pages, and Gabe’s photograph, not so much younger that I would not have recognised him, but his dreadlocks had not yet been teased in, the ring was not yet through his nose, and his name was not on the page.

‘I’m not your brother,’ he said, before I thought to wonder if he was.

‘Lewis Robins,’ I read.

‘Your gran gave Dog two birth certificates. I didn’t have one of my own.’

All those searches I’d typed into Google. Gabe Bruno, Gabe Burton, Gabriel of each. If I’d tapped in Lewis Robins, I might have found him, but I’d never wanted to find the other one. I didn’t care what Lew was up to (or worried I might care too much).

‘Social services were on to us, and immigration. I had no idea at the time. Mum had overstayed by years, and I didn’t exist officially. They were looking for us. It’s why we left, Mum said. New papers and a new start. You know when that policeman came, and we got into all that trouble? That was part of it,’ he said. ‘Someone had tipped them off.’

‘Who?’

It was an empty question. Gabe didn’t bother with more than a shrug.

‘Why didn’t you change it?’ Why hadn’t he changed his name to the one he knew—the one he’d grown up with?

Another shrug. ‘Too hard, maybe. Too lazy.’

I handed his passport back. ‘He had a middle name, you know.’

‘Mark,’ Gabe said. ‘Number ten.’

That was something: his remembering.

‘I didn’t know,’ he said. That he’d been real to start with. ‘I’m really sorry, Win.’ For things he might have said. Things he hadn’t. I thought you’d had enough of this?

‘What happened to him?’

‘I don’t know,’ I told him, but even then, I don’t think that was right-down-to-the-bottom-of-the-glass true. I didn’t want to pick at it. ‘What did Harry tell you?’

‘Nothing much. Bits I heard.’ Words he set carefully between us like things that might roll off the table if he made a sudden move. ‘I don’t think he was born, Win.’

He caught the question floating by itself: how could there have been a birth certificate if he hadn’t? ‘Maybe he was stillborn. A lot of dodgy shit went on before the internet.’ A long pull on his beer. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘I wanted you to know what happened.’

As if he did.

‘You must have been twins,’ he said.

We were.

Every memory I had of Four was flesh and blood. Four beside me in a pram, in a cot, in the bath, in bed either side of Nancy; on the bus to school; curled with Tess in the back of Ned’s ute; fishing from the Steps, and rolling down the dunes. Listening for curlews in the dark. I thought of Grandpa who’d lost his brother in the war. Maybe he’d only been lost to everyone else. Lorn, is that you?

He was sick inside where no one could see.

Was I sick inside?

One for the road, brother?

‘I know he was never there—never here—but I remember him as if he was,’ I said. ‘It’s like he’s always been with me. In the background.’ A sketch wrong-lined and not quite rubbed all the way out, there under the firmer form of what came next—the colour, and all the light and shade; but that first sketch of what it was meant to be was pressed so hard that something of it could still be seen. Felt. ‘It sounds stupid.’

‘Maybe it’s a twins thing,’ Gabe allowed. ‘Part of him is part of you still—like part of his soul—or whatever.’ He swilled his near-empty beer, drained it, fetched us each another, and popped the tops off with a knife we’d used for cheese.

‘Did it help?’ I asked. ‘The birth certificate?’

Gabe nodded. Swallowed.

Neither of us spoke for a while. What was there to say? Thank you? You’re welcome? (Don’t tell?) Better the cicadas in the bush, the chatter of the galahs in the dust. We slid back down in our chairs and closed our eyes. Funny, the things we remember. (The things we don’t.)

‘They weren’t looking for you,’ I said, at last. ‘The police, when they came. All those cars and dogs.’ For a visa overstayed and a little boy missing from the system? ‘He asked you if you’d seen Dog, remember?’ I gave him a moment. ‘Do you remember Marta?’

Gabe’s head was tipped back, resting on the lip of the sill behind him. Only his eyes moved, sliding to meet my own.

‘The Danish chick? I nicked her bikini bottoms.’ He began to laugh. ‘You know, Dog saw me take them. I thought they were both sleeping, but his eyes were wide open.’

If I’d heard this part of the story, I’d forgotten it. ‘What did he do?’

Gabe made the hang ten sign. The shock of it was funny, and for a moment I let myself forget what was coming next.

‘She went missing.’

Gabe’s laughter dropped like a wet t-shirt. ‘Fark,’ he said. ‘When?’

‘Right after she came here.’

He shuffled himself up to a fuller height and shook his head, but he did not mean no. He meant, Wait, what? Tell me everything. I was in front.

I told him what I’d read of Marta’s disappearance, what the fishermen had said. I described for him the photograph I could not show him without mobile reception, told him about the woman at the backpackers in Northbridge who hadn’t had eyes in the back of her head.

He didn’t move. He did not blink. He waited for me to give him everything I had and then he set about examining it like one of Esther’s wordy maths problems we used to puzzle over. John is two years older than Mary. Bob is twice John’s age. Mary is seven. He turned the silver ring on his little finger, which was not unlike the one Dog used to wear; tapped it on the shoulder of his bottle the way Nanny had kept time on her gin and tonic. ‘I’m trying to remember where she said she was heading.’

‘North,’ I offered.

He nodded. All the backpackers took the same route; it was the path Helena was taking: Perth, Jurien, Geraldton, Kalbarri, Monkey Mia, Coral Bay and Exmouth. ‘You said she went back to Perth, but Harry ran her back to Geraldton, didn’t he?’

It was only a gentle shake I gave my head. ‘Dog did. I think we were the last people to see her, Gabe.’

He chewed a nail that didn’t look as if it had been chewed before. Bit down on its edge like he’d just sewn a button and lost his scissors. ‘So, what are you thinking?’

I wasn’t ready yet.

‘Do you remember Chloe?’

He didn’t need to tell me that he did. If he remembered Marta, he’d remember Chloe. I told him what I knew of her burnt-out car, the coroner’s verdict of suicide.

‘Fark,’ he said again.

‘Kassie hung herself.’

‘Kassie?’

I didn’t spell her out. ‘Two other girls went missing the year before.’ I couldn’t remember their names, but I threw in Lenora, and watched Gabe carefully. There was no apparent spark.

‘Wasn’t her wallet in your box?’

‘There was a lot of crap in that box. I kept a lot of crap.’ Saying the same thing twice. I’d almost forgotten he used to do that.

Empty bottles made me bold. ‘Where did you find Rita’s t-shirt?’

‘Who the fuck is Rita?’

‘Those Russians that modelled for Harry. You found one of their t-shirts afterwards. Where was it?’

‘Christ, I don’t remember where I put my sunnies!’ But he remembered something. The shine in his eyes betrayed him. He was piecing things together, just as I had. ‘I suppose they went missing, too? The Russian dancers?’ He scratched quotation marks around the last word.

I shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

‘You’re full of shit, you know,’ he said, but he was laughing. Another beer for each of us, and one for Helena. We could hear the rev and growl of the Jeep’s return.

‘Slip Slop Slap fell under a train.’ It had taken me a long time to find her. I hadn’t known her name, but I’d recognised her face.

Gabe looked confused. Why are you telling me this?

‘You don’t think it’s at all strange that every one of the women Dog brought here died or disappeared?’

‘No. Not really. You said yourself, Chloe suicided. Marta just wandered off into the bush somewhere and got lost. It happens all the time.’

‘And what about the others?’

‘I don’t really care, to be honest.’ It wasn’t true. There was an urgency to his swig of beer and a tightness in his brow that hadn’t been there when we’d started talking. ‘Don’t do this.’ The Jeep’s engine cut out, and Gabe lowered his voice. ‘Dog was a top bloke, Win, and she’s a journalist, for fuck’s sake. Drop it, okay?’ Shouldering in front. ‘Okay?’

‘Okay.’

Helena was in the kitchen now. ‘My God, my mother! “We never hear from you! You never call!” She doesn’t listen to anything I tell her anyway, only complains.’

I stood up and, reaching for an empty bottle, knocked another over—not quite empty. Its dregs darkened a patch of the dry timber table like an ink blot. ‘Brachiosaur,’ Gabe and I said together. Its long neck spreading, four stumpy legs, a tip of tail dripping from the lip of the bottle.

‘Jinx.’ I beat him to it, but he’d let me have it. A thin smile, something between us apple-bruised, and when Helena came through, he pulled her onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her.

‘Win’s heading off first thing tomorrow,’ he told her. ‘Aren’t you, Win?’




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Perth, 27 July 2018

‘I like your ring,’ Marlena says.

It is silver, with the curl of a wave that catches the threads of sweaters and chunks of mincemeat, but I like it too and splay my fingers like a fresh fiancée.

‘I got it from a friend,’ I tell her.

If she is surprised that I have one, she hides it well enough.

We are settled in our chairs, leather scuffed to a shine on their arms, and a brilliant blue sky painting the picture window.

‘What did you think would happen?’ No preamble, she has jumped straight in. We are running out of sessions. It has taken eight weeks for us to get to the point of it all, the what-she-wants-to-hear, and what she makes of it will be condensed and written up and tidied into a folder with my name on the front.

‘People are not always who they say they are,’ I say instead of answering, and she nods. Amen.

‘Do you make things up?’ Marlena asks.

‘Do I lie?’

‘It’s not really the same thing.’

Something in my face must indicate that I doubt it.

‘It’s the difference between omission and substitution,’ she explains. ‘Everyone lies by omission. Making things up is, well …’ We both know what it is. ‘Do you?’ she asks. ‘Make things up?’

‘Doesn’t everyone?’

She chews her tongue, and it rounds her cheek like a Chupa Chup.

‘Can you remember what you had for dinner last night?’ I ask her. ‘Last week? Last year? Not on your birthday,’ I add. Not on Christmas Day or the time she went to a restaurant she’d never been to before. On any ordinary Wednesday, I mean.

She gets my point. Concedes a fraction. ‘We fill in the details as best we can,’ she says.

I recall the roll of mothballs in my grandmother’s heavy chest of drawers. Patches of talcum powder ground into her carpet. Some things I know that I remember true because others share the details—a blue-ringed octopus caught up in a craypot; a fishbone stickman on the edge of a plate—but I don’t need to remember every detail of a particular flock of birds pecking certain seeds from a certain flat of scrub to know that they were there. Or that they were probably there.

‘Do you forget things?’ I ask Marlena.

‘Sometimes. Do you?’

I nod. Of course.

‘Big things?’

How big does she mean? Names and faces? Things I think I might have done? (Things I hope I didn’t?)

‘Like whether you switched the oven off before you left the house?’ she offers.

Much bigger things, but, ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘like that.’

Her hand settles back on the yellow pad that sits like a dinner on her knee, waiting for pepper, or grace, and she adjusts her angle. ‘If you had it to do over, would you do it again?’

Will I do it again? she is asking.

Maybe.

‘No.’ I am emphatic. Ned and Nanny have told me I need to make this, above all else, very clear.

‘Because you’re sorry or because it got you into trouble?’

It is a good question, but I don’t know how best to answer it. Could it be both?

‘Do you feel guilty?’ she asks.

Will that determine my reason?

Sometimes. Some nights it chokes me in my sleep. Other times I am at peace with what’s been done. I offer an answer from somewhere near the middle: ‘A bit.’ Is it possible to feel a bit of guilt? I think more likely guilt is something you either feel or don’t. I feel a bit guilty only means you know you are, but it doesn’t really matter to you and will not keep you awake at night. She knows this as well as I do.

‘Can you walk me through it?’

Can I cross this creek?

Is it that tricky? Perhaps. Stick to the point, Nanny has cautioned me, but she doesn’t know there is another point much sharper, and not far enough away, which I am trying to explore even while steering clear of it.

‘What was the trigger, do you think?’ Marlena prompts.

Someone telling me a truth I did not want to hear? Would that have been trigger enough? But that is not what she means, and I pull myself tight against the memory she wants: the afternoon I am here because of and to talk about; the afternoon we have been preparing for weeks to pull apart.

‘It was her smell,’ I tell Marlena, and I focus on that, as another memory rises beside it. I am carrying Gran’s piss bucket up the stairs, the lemony swill of it splashing my knees. ‘I knew it,’ I confide, ‘the smell.’ (And all that came with it.)

‘So, you offered her a lift?’ Another nudge.

‘I didn’t force her to do anything,’ I say.

‘Still …’ Marlena taps her notepad with the tip of her pencil. It will look like flecks of a dust storm or a light shower of rain. ‘How much of it had you planned in advance?’

‘None.’ Not one part of any of it.

‘And how well did you think it all through at the time?’

I would have thought the fact that I am sitting here now would imply not very, and allow myself a smile.

‘You know it isn’t funny,’ Marlena says, as if I am a child showing her something I should not. There is no snap to it, but she notes something I wish I hadn’t given her.

‘I wasn’t laughing,’ I tell her, but it doesn’t matter.

‘What happened?’ she asks outright, as I’d expected her to weeks ago, and I decide that I will tell her everything that did happen to show her all the things that didn’t, because those are the details that worry them.

‘Have you written about it?’ she asks. Am I there yet?

‘Almost.’

I do not bring my notebooks here in case Marlena asks to see them and I find I can’t say no. What if she were to seize one and hold it high and out of reach? It is unlikely, but the unlikeliest of things are not impossible.

She leans forward now and in crossing her legs tilts the pad on her lap, so the pen rolls off and disappears down the side of her chair. She will miss it when she wants to make a note.

My pause is long, and she feels a need to flesh it out. ‘It’s time,’ she tells me.

‘She was soaked through.’

It is not really the beginning, but it is where I start.




CHAPTER THIRTY

April 2018

Ned not looking well had led to Nanny urging him to see a doctor who’d sent him for blood to be drawn and tests to be run. He was staying in Perth until he got the results, and he and Nanny were having dinner when I got home.

‘Grab yourself a plate, there’s plenty,’ Nanny said, but I wasn’t hungry.

I told them Gabe had been at Langomar. ‘Just the same?’ Nanny asked, and I said he was, but he hadn’t been. The Gabe I’d spent the weekend with was cooler, calmer. If his thoughts still shot off like fireworks, he no longer shared their cracks and colours.

‘How long’s he staying this time?’ from Ned. This time.

‘He said he’d be heading back to Bali soon. He had his girlfriend with him.’

‘Another one?’ Ned gave a short burst of laughter, and I remembered the lacey knickers I’d pretended were my own and tried to recall which pocket I’d shoved them in.

‘You never said you’d seen him,’ I said.

Ned chuckled. ‘There’s plenty of stuff I don’t say I’ve seen.’

‘Still leaving little traps?’ I asked him.

Another chuckle and a wink. ‘As long as he cleans up after himself.’

I left the rest of it till morning. I was too tired.
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‘Do you remember Dog’s girlfriends?’ I asked Ned then. We were alone at the kitchen counter. I’d been worrying dates and faces through the night.

‘Some of them.’

Drop it, Gabe had warned me, but I couldn’t.

‘This one?’ Marta’s picture.

Ned squinted at the small screen in my hand. ‘Well, that’s the girl that went missing,’ he said. ‘Must be twenty years ago now, mind. She was all over the news at the time. I don’t know that they ever found her.’

‘What about this one?’ Chloe.

Ned pulled a face that was too much. ‘Can’t say I do.’ He picked at his chin. ‘They were Dog’s girlfriends, you say?’

‘They all came to Langomar.’

Kassie with a K drew a blank look and a shake of his head, though she’d been the one he’d driven there and back. Glasses on the end of his nose, he still squinted.

‘Is this why Dog disappeared?’ I laid it down gently.

Ned looked crossing-creek careful. Stones not properly silted, slippery and green and threatening to tip like scales. ‘How d’you mean?’ Buying a bit more time.

‘I mean at least three of Dog’s girlfriends met with foul play, and you and Harry snuck him out of town in the middle of the night.’

Ned allowed himself a smile at my phrasing. Foul play sounded overdramatic even as I said it. ‘I think you’ve been watching a bit too much Hawaii Five-0,’ he said. ‘Your uncle was up to his neck in gambling debts.’ It’s what Gabe had always said (what Esther had told him). ‘He owed a lot of money to some pretty shady characters.’

Ned busied himself with the kettle and got the milk out of the fridge. ‘Best to let some things lie.’ It was quiet but firm.

‘Are you telling me to mind my own business?’ I was only half-joking.

‘Just, you know, don’t go sticking your hand in too many holes. Lots of snakes around.’ I remembered the ease with which he used to leap out of the cab of his ute and take charge of a situation, the authority in his voice, Harry’s faith in him. ‘What you don’t know can’t hurt you.’

It was something Gran used to say.

I moved to the piano, lifted its lid and began to play. Bach, Invention in A Minor. I knew Ned hated it, still he came to stand beside me with his tea. The piano was played so often we were all used to talking over it. ‘I don’t suppose you remember Bree?’ he said, ‘I ran her and Dog up to Langomar one weekend. They didn’t stay long. She was a sappy thing.’ He laughed. ‘I knew her mother.’

I had forgotten Bree but remembered her now. ‘She didn’t eat fish,’ I said, to prove it.

‘That’s the one.’

‘Give it meaning!’ Nanny called out.

‘I’m trying to!’ (For heaven’s sake.) I played to think and thought to play, and Ned knew it.

‘I bumped into her the other day,’ he said. ‘Bree,’ in case I’d forgotten. ‘She’s a whatsit, at the hospital. Takes your blood?’ Neither of us knew the name for it. ‘There was a Megan he was mad for,’ Ned went on. ‘Before you came, I think.’ And he brought Nanny into the conversation, as she came in belting Alison’s robe. ‘Megan, wasn’t it? They were engaged, weren’t they?’

‘I did like that one,’ Nanny said. ‘She works at the Commonwealth Bank now. Always says hello.’

‘What do you call a nurse who takes your blood?’

Nanny’s face lit up. ‘Phlebotomist,’ she said.

Ned shook his head in admiration. ‘Funny the things you remember.’

Funnier perhaps, the things you don’t.
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We watched a special news program on the English backpackers who’d been missing for nine weeks by then. We knew them now as Marcus and Kat, knew the photographs they’d shared on social media, as if we’d been there with them @MAZnKATon2R.

They were a beautiful couple: Kat, wholesome as milk, with long blonde hair; Marcus darker, cleft chin and eyes of the lightest blue, his face often shaded by a baseball cap. They’d breezed through South-East Asia, bought a campervan in Darwin, and driven all the way to Perth, where they’d listed it for sale online. Police were following a trail of emails, and potential buyers were being eliminated from their inquiries, but not very fast it seemed. Last seen leaving the Golden Fleece in Northbridge, there was CCTV footage of them crossing Francis Street and nothing else. Snap of fingers, click of heels, a puff of pickle-green smoke.

There was no mention of Marta, or the two women who’d gone missing around Albany the year before, whom many thought had tripped and tumbled off the cliffs there, but at the tail end of the story another photo snuck into the line-up. Another backpacker, whose things had been found only days before, in her rental kombi at the far end of a car park by a beach. The reporter stood, arms spread, in the space where they’d found her vehicle. ‘Is there some connection?’ he asked us.

‘Well, that’s Trigg, isn’t it?’ Nanny said.

And it was. We all knew it.

‘Reckon that one’s shark bait,’ Ned said. ‘Midnight skinny-dip.’

‘On her own?’ I asked. It seemed unlikely.

‘Why not on her own?’ There was something wistful rather than challenging in Nanny’s tone. She was a little more thickset than she had been, but I remembered how light she had been on her tippytoes. ‘We had some wild times, didn’t we, Ned?’

‘Jeez, we did that.’ Ned laughed, wincing at some sharpness it caused him.

‘We used to drive out to the beach when the club closed, build a bonfire, and someone would bring music.’ It was a memory laced between them. She wasn’t telling me. But I could imagine Nanny as the wild horse she had been, dancing barefoot in the sand, go-go boots cast aside, hair loose and long.

‘You were beautiful,’ Ned said, and I wondered if he’d meant to.

‘Was I?’

‘You were, love. You still are.’ He reached across and took her hand. I wished he’d done it earlier, years before, and perhaps he’d tried. Perhaps she’d let him.

Nanny’s thoughts wandered with mine. ‘Have we held hands before?’ she asked him in a whisper, and Ned set about tying off the stitch that had come loose.

‘We were never sweethearts, Mo,’ he said, but not unkindly. ‘You were Harry’s, remember? You and I were only ever friends.’

‘Friends,’ she said. ‘Yes, we were. Still are!’ with fresh conviction, and she blew lightly as if to begin something again.

I worried that part of Nanny was fading. Often, I heard her tossing in her sleep, calling out or calling back, and sometimes I padded into her room and woke her gently, if sweat was dampening the sheets or if tears were too many.

‘It’s only the thick-knees,’ she’d tell me, as if I were a little girl come to her for reassurance. ‘Too late,’ she mumbled sometimes, and, ‘What’s done is done.’

Sometimes I sat beside her much longer than it took her to settle, taking it all in, knowing nothing is forever and committing to memory the shape of her sleeping, the silver of her hair, the bone-handled comb on her dresser, and the books stacked on her bedside table beside the snow globe I had given her so many years before. What was left of its water was bitty and yellowy brown, but the key still turned the motor, and the glitter still whirled around the little robins. I would remember her slippers tucked and tidy, ready for the morning. Nancy had done the same: turned her fluffy mules toes-out at bedtime. The little painting she’d done hung above the chest of drawers. Little feet and legs behind the chair. ‘A dark little girl, she was,’ Nanny had said the day Ned hung it. She’d traced its frame with the tips of her fingers and stared at it for the longest time. Oh, my darling girl. What I wouldn’t give.
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Ned’s results came quickly. They’d found tiny little balls of cancer in his lungs. He moved in with us after his diagnosis. His treatments would be in Perth, and he’d need looking after for a few days after every one, while the poison was still thick in his system. He did odd jobs around the house—fixed a washer on a tap and the spring on a screen door that had begun to slam, emptied the dishwasher and watered the garden—but mostly he and Nanny kept each other company in front of the television, each to their own couch, and Monkey dividing his time between them. They watched The Chase while I cooked dinner. Nanny pelting out the answers and Ned marvelling at how she knew so many of them.

‘Anne of Cleeves! Jupiter!’

‘The final chase will continue after these news headlines.’

It was Mother’s Day and I was plating up roast chicken, which was Nanny’s favourite.

‘There’s another backpacker gone missing,’ she called out. ‘French this time. A journalist.’




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

I left the next morning. Quietly and early enough to avoid any questions. We’d watched the news together the night before, and if Ned recognised Helena, he’d given no clue. I’d bitten my own lip until I raised a ridge but had not called the number that ran across the bottom of the screen. ‘I don’t think they’ll find her,’ Nanny had said.

I left a note beside the kettle, which was second stop for either of them in the morning. Back tomorrow and a smiley face.

There was a storm warning out, reminders on Facebook to secure outdoor settings and trampolines. All the weather was coming at an angle, and the streets were a mess of sticks and leaves and running water. Past Lancelin, a grit of salt and sand beneath the wipers’ rubber blades scratched lines into the rain that smashed across the windscreen. You couldn’t see the ocean or the sand dunes. You couldn’t see more than the road ahead, yellow-lit and running off into the scribbly distance. I wouldn’t have seen an emu or a kangaroo until it was coming through the windscreen in a shower of glass, but animals don’t like stormy weather any more than humans, and I trusted they were away in holes and hollows and the warmth of each other’s pouches, paws, and feathers.

I wanted to find Helena, and if she wasn’t there, I wanted Gabe’s reassurances that she was only out of range, tapping rabidly on her laptop in the sticky corner of a roadhouse bar. We would guess at the stories she was writing as we passed a joint between us. It would be my head (only my head) in the crook of Gabe’s arm, and we would laugh at the chaos that was stirring in her wake.

Or we would not.

I was not afraid of Gabe, but of all the memories that stirred as I drove, there was one that bobbed on top like a float above a craypot. The morning the Russian dancers left, there’d been something emptied from him. Can I go with you? he’d asked Harry and Dog. To pull the pots? No girls allowed.

Dog: Think you’re big enough to handle a bit of rough, Gabe?

What might Gabe have known then that I didn’t? What might he have seen, while I slept between the dunes, that left him so dark and angry and argumentative, and troubled for so many days afterwards? What might have been lying in the tinnie, cheek to aluminium in the swill of its bilge? Whose tooth had we found, and why had he wanted so badly to keep it?

What might stir a child to drive a nail through a starfish before breakfast?

I hadn’t forgotten the wing that had been left on my pillow. Broken, torn, or cut, it had not fallen off a sweet galah.

Other memories.

Late afternoon, drizzle on the deck, and Gabe offering up his sketchbook. The frayed ribbon in it marking some new approach which Harry had torn out in chunks. When something lies that deep, he’d said, don’t cut it out and show the world.

Keep it secret, he’d meant—and, Stay out of it, he’d told Esther.

Mind your grandad … He can be a hard bastard, Ned had warned me. I’d heard of people being hard, but never really understood it. The hard I’d known was seaside rock which scraped under teeth and thinned with sucking. I knew of steel-capped boots, and I’d had concrete break a fall. I’d felt the hard of back-of-head and edge-of-table. I might have called maths hard, but Harry was harder than all of it put together.

She’s a dirty bitch, this one. Where had Gabe picked that up? And other things: a red leather purse, a pocketknife, bikini tops and bottoms, all the bits and pieces he’d found or taken.

But I was not afraid of him.

With all the rain, I knew this time the road would be impossible for the Barina, so I walked from the gate. The mud was ankle-deep in places, but a gap in the weather left me dry.

It had been three weeks. A long time for surfing, fishing, reading, smoking pot, and I half-expected them to be long gone, but Gabe’s Jeep was still there, parked beside the house, windows fitted now between its doors and canopy; a small tinnie on a trailer hitched behind, ready to be backed into the shed.

Gabe was inside the boat. He stood up straight when I called his name, forced his shoulders back into a stretch, and raised a hand in greeting. ‘Couldn’t keep away?’ He was soaked to the skin. I couldn’t tell if he was smiling beneath the brim of his cap, but the lift in his voice warmed me.

White light filtered through a grey paint-water sky, but the rain had darkened everything. The rocks and logs that flanked the clearing were licorice-brown. The skirting bush was rice-paddy puddled, and the house itself rain-stained a dank and darker blue.

‘You got a boat.’

His shoulders hunched again as he brushed a soup of rain towards its bunghole, where it dribbled out in lumpy spurts. ‘Giving it a decent rinse.’ He didn’t need to say it; I’d lived long enough at Langomar to know what rain was good for. ‘Got a horse of a baldy, if you’re staying for lunch?’ He flicked a hand towards an esky on the porch.

Not that much of a horse, I thought, if the lid could close.

There was no bucket beneath the bung, so what he brushed out spattered straight onto the ground. Scales and hooks and a grit of lead. ‘Remember the shit we used to find?’ he said, when he saw me looking.

I remembered hairs and fingernails, an earring and a tooth, but he was trying to hook us past the memory of our last conversation.

‘Remember when Dog used to take us out?’

I did. I remembered the scrapes and dents of the old tinnie; its bench seats and the places we’d hang on. ‘Fang it, Dog!’ we’d shout above the buzz and rush of two-stroke and water.

‘Remember snorkelling on Salacia?’

‘I stayed on the boat,’ I reminded him.

‘Yeah, you always were a chickenshit!’ There was a smile behind it, and I took my hands out of my pockets.

‘I remember the octopus,’ I offered. I didn’t say which one.

He handed down the broom and climbed over the gunwale. ‘You wanna get the shed?’

The air was mist-wet when we shut it up and crossed into the house. The wind was lifting, and the clouds bunching back up.

There were pans in the sink, papers all over the table, chip packets on the floor, and crusts on plates. The Bell Jar splayed on the couch. All this time and still he hadn’t finished it. Gabe began gathering empty bottles while I stacked the dishes long dripped dry.

‘Helena not here?’

It was a puzzled look he threw me. ‘She left the day after you did,’ he said. ‘Didn’t you catch up with her in Kalbarri? I thought that was the plan.’

Was it?

‘Weren’t you shooting up there for a couple of days?’ He didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘She messaged a couple of weeks ago from somewhere up near Cane River. She’d taken a detour, she said. Skipped Monkey Mia altogether. Weather was shit.’ He nodded his head towards the big window—the rain that was coming down again, the wind that was building back up. ‘I warned her.’

Had he?

‘Have you heard from her since then?’

He gave the snort of someone with a fly just up their nose. ‘I lost my phone.’

‘She’s missing,’ I told him. I hadn’t intended to be so blunt. ‘Her picture’s all over the news.’

Gabe froze. The fingers on one hand plunged into the necks of bottles, he looked like Edward Scissorhands.

‘You know I told you about those backpackers that went missing?’

But he shook the prompt away, wanting to hear about Helena, not the fate of strangers. I tried to race through the beginning, reminded him that Marcus and Kat had not been found, but, ‘Fuck Marcus and Kat,’ he said. ‘What’s happened to Helena?’

‘That’s what I’m saying—she’s missing too. There are four people missing now.’ I told him what I knew about the one who’d disappeared from Trigg Beach. ‘The police think they could all be connected,’ I told him. ‘They think someone might be involved.’

‘Involved?’ He made it sound like a ridiculous word—like discombobulate or hyperbole—dropped the bottles back onto the table, not bothering with a glance when one bounced onto the floor. ‘What makes them think she’s missing?’

I relayed what her mother had said in a press conference she’d held somewhere that wasn’t Paris: that Helena had called home every weekend since she’d been away, but that they hadn’t heard from her for three weeks. I waited for that to register. He worked it out on beer-damp fingers. ‘That’s when she was here,’ he said, squeezing his nose, tugging at his dreadlocks. ‘I can’t believe I dropped my fucking phone.’

‘I thought you said you lost it?’

‘It fell overboard.’ Irritated now—with me, with Helena, with the mess he could see was brewing. ‘Fuck!’ he said, but he took the time to steady his hands. ‘She was hitchhiking,’ he remembered. ‘Where was she last seen?’

‘Around Perth,’ I told him, treading carefully.

And we exchanged a look then, because it wasn’t, and he knew now that I hadn’t told anyone that I had seen Helena (met her, knew her).

‘She was filing stories from up here,’ he said. ‘She called her mother from up here.’

‘She didn’t tell her where she was, though, did she?’ Western Australia could have been Perth, Darwin, or Sydney, and her mother didn’t listen anyway.

The look Gabe fired then told me he was sketching in the bit I hadn’t. ‘Jesus, Win, we FaceTimed her sister. They probably think I’m involved!’

Involved.

‘They do.’ But was he? I hadn’t quite decided. ‘What trouble are you in?’

‘I’m not in any—’

It was my turn to talk over him. ‘You said you needed to lie low for a bit.’

The look on his face said he’d forgotten that. ‘I owe some money.’ Chips and blocks. ‘I’m not involved in this. Whatever’s happened to Helena—if something’s happened—it’s got nothing to do with me. It’s not me. She’s fine, anyway, I’m sure. I’m sure she’s fine.’

If Esther had been with us, she’d have needed both her hands on his to slow him down.
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We sat together in the Jeep with the engine running and the heater fogging its plasticky windows, parked up beside the gate and the Barina. Three bars on my phone were enough to reach the internet, and Gabe read everything there was on Helena’s disappearance and the description of the man they thought she might be with: medium build, dark complexion, dreadlocks and a nose ring. Do not approach. If Helena’s sister had been told his name, she hadn’t listened any better than their mother.

I watched the rain form, amoeba-like, on the windscreen, while Gabe tapped and swiped in silence. Photos of Helena appeared now beside those of Marcus and Kat, and the woman lost at Trigg. ‘Do you recognise any of them?’ I asked him.

‘What difference would it make?’

None.

‘It says they all went to Bali,’ I remarked.

His sniff was dismissive. ‘Everyone’s been to Bali. There’s no connection between any of them. They’re just four missing people. I mean, I don’t think Helena’s even missing, and this one—all her stuff found at the beach. She’s drowned probably—wouldn’t have known what to do in a rip.’ There were plenty of rips at Trigg.

He drummed his fingers on the dash. One nail painted black, and a wrap of beaded leather round his wrist. ‘Can you find the others for me?’ He handed me the phone. ‘Please.’

I found Marta first. An article in dot-point form, marking everything they knew: last seen, visiting friends, reported missing.

‘And you think we were these friends she’d gone to visit?’

‘I do.’

‘I still don’t see …’

‘Because you’re looking to connect them to each other,’ I told him. ‘That’s not it.’

I found Chloe’s story. A portrait of her in her netball kit, and an aerial shot of the road running into John Forrest National Park, where her burnt-out car was cordoned off in a halo of bush. Not much on Kassie with a K but a year twelve photo.

‘And you reckon they all came here.’

‘I know they did.’

‘These two?’ He swiped back to Marcus and Kat.

‘Except for those two.’

‘Unless they stopped by on their way down from Darwin?’ He’d read their itinerary.

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Ned says there are squatters here sometimes.’ And I told Gabe about Tidy Tim.

‘When did Ned last mention it?’ Trying to press Marcus and Kat into the space.

‘It’s been going on for years,’ I said. ‘I’d thought it might be you.’

‘It wasn’t.’ Gabe looked cancer-grey in the light filtering through the windshield, and through the crack of none-of-them slipped somebody else.

‘What did they tell you when Dog died?’ I asked.

He didn’t flinch at my asking. ‘They said he was killed in an accident somewhere near Coffs Harbour. Fell off a jetty in the middle of the night, too pissed to find the steps. Harry had to go up and identify the body.’

‘When did you last see him?’

Gabe turned a look on me that said, Don’t start this shit, but it settled, and he answered. ‘Not for ages.’ He closed his eyes, combing his memory for the truth we’d always promised each other. ‘It was here in Langomar. He was hiding out. He had all those debts, remember? Some gang after him, Mum said.’ Gabe paused, perhaps seeing the shadow of something else now, from further away. Plainclothes policemen asking questions, a string of cars with dogs and warrants so soon after. Considering at last that they may not have been chasing Esther’s paperwork—a visa overstayed and a little boy without a birth certificate—when there was a girl gone missing and another hanged behind a bus shelter. Maybe they’d begun to wonder about Chloe in her car? But he let it all fall into the footwell with the mud and sand and spent matches. ‘I was sick in bed,’ he continued. ‘Dog brought me one of his surf magazines. Told me to get well soon.’ He must have wished he remembered it better. He was trying to but couldn’t. ‘By the time I was well enough to get up, he was gone. That was it. That was the last time I saw him.’ It was the last time anyone had seen him. Yet, more backpackers had gone missing, and someone had been hiding out at Langomar, visiting for years, someone who knew it like the back of their hand, and how to get away with things and where the key was kept.

‘What if he isn’t dead?’ I said.

‘You think Dog’s still alive?’ Gabe’s tone was scornful. ‘You think they only told us that he died to stop us asking?’

Not just us.

How often had Gabe asked? How many breakfasts had he upset with questions? Trouble stirred into his porridge like salt. He was shaking his head when I needed him to take the idea seriously. I wanted it scattered between us, so we could piece it all together the way we used to work on jigsaw puzzles on a board we slid beneath the couch when lunch was ready. Gabe tapped the phone’s face, which had darkened in his hand, and the screen lit up. A swipe across, and he did not ask before he tapped into my photo gallery, slowing through the rich reds of Kalbarri.

‘So, you did go.’

What else would I have done with what was left of the second week of my school holidays? I hadn’t kept too many pictures: a goat on a rock face, feet in clear water, a fly-faced selfie taken on the high clifftop of Murchison Gorge (it had been my birthday, though there was nothing to show it).

‘Did you see her there?’

I shook my head.

‘You sure?’

Was I? ‘Of course,’ I said.

‘I’m pretty sure you made a plan to meet up—do some big walk or other?’

If we had, I’d no memory of it. ‘We didn’t,’ I told him.

He kept swiping, all the way back to the night we’d sprawled together on the daybed after a feed of fish and cheese and too much wine. If he noticed I’d cropped the selfie, he didn’t mention it. Further back: classroom displays, Monkey sleeping, Nanny’s new slippers.

He handed back my phone, not bothering to close everything he’d opened. He was quiet for a long time. Shoulders squared; his whole body turned away to stare into the rain, which was sweeping across in sheets. The drumming of it on the canvas of the Jeep reminded me of nights in the sleepout, tucked up tight and warm beneath the covers.

We slid and carved our way back down to Langomar. High grass and low branches slapped and scraped along the doors, but the Jeep’s wide wheels rallied through mud and puddles. We parked beside the boatshed in the spot Ned always used to, but neither of us made a move to climb out into the rain.

Gabe shifted in his seat and turned to face me, hooking one knee up onto the steering wheel. Something had changed. There had been a stepping-away, and now there was a keeping-at-arm’s-length. ‘Has Mo told you much about your mum?’

The question punctured like a staple, but all I could manage was a shake of head, and he nodded as if that’s what he’d been expecting.

‘You know my mum knew her?’ He was tiptoeing into unknown territory. ‘I only found out recently. Well, a few years ago.’ Correcting himself—wanting to be completely honest—although it wasn’t true. He’d forgotten my photograph, and the morning Esther had asked us not to tell. We’re good at keeping secrets. Fettuccine draped along the kitchen bench before it wound up on the floor, Simon and Garfunkel in the background. He’d forgotten all of it.

‘She told me some stories. Not when we were kids,’ he added quickly, in case I questioned why he hadn’t shared them, but they weren’t his to share. They weren’t his to hold at all; he had enough of his own. He had Esther and Harry, and hundreds of memories to play with. He’d had more of Dog than I had, years longer at Langomar, the curl of Harry’s wing, and a seat still at the Bruno table.

Gabe sighed as if he could read my thoughts. ‘She told me because I wanted a passport,’ he said. ‘It came up then—where she’d been.’ Who she’d met.

I felt the flare of nostrils, the stiff set between my shoulder blades, the grind of teeth. I did not like the sympathy stirred in to sweeten his expression, the fingers of his left hand twitching to take my own. In that moment, I did not like Gabe at all, and he picked up on every bit of it, such was our connection despite all our years apart. ‘You probably know all this,’ he said.

‘Please stop,’ I told him.

‘Stop what?’

‘They’re mine,’ I said.

‘You need to—’

‘Just stop.’

He was shaking his head, frustration furrowing his brow now. He reached for the door, and I heard it click, the hiss of rain as he cracked it open, but he changed his mind, pulling it shut and sealing us back inside our bubble.

‘Nancy wasn’t well,’ he said. He paused for just a moment, allowing me space in which to struggle to stop him again, try to shut him up, but his words were not what I had expected, and realising I was going to let him, he went on. ‘She was pretty hard work, I think.’ Was that how Esther had put it? ‘She was up and down—blew hot and cold.’ The word he wanted was crazy. ‘It was hard for Mum, and their other friend.’

‘Jan.’ (Only because I knew it and he didn’t.)

‘She told Mum a lot of stuff—stuff Nancy had done back in Australia—stuff she said had happened. It was pretty fucked up,’ he added, the tip of his tongue testing teeth about to spill a secret. ‘Mum and the other friend—Jan—became quite close. Your mum didn’t like that very much,’ he said, but there was more there. Something bothering it all, like a pea beneath a mattress.

I shook my head, remembering Jan’s surprise when I’d told her Esther had liked her best. ‘Esther was just jealous,’ I said weakly.

‘Harry said it too.’

Harry didn’t know they’d met—or did he now? ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, Harry told us your mum wasn’t well.’ Gabe was calm, coffee-strong. ‘She had some mental health issues.’ He didn’t say, I think you may have them too. ‘I think you should talk to someone, Win,’ is what he said.

‘I’m talking to you.’

‘You know what I mean.’ But a flickering squint wondered whether I might not.

‘This is not all in my head,’ I told him, but even as I said it, there were prickles of light, like pinholes in blinds you might not see are moth-eaten until they’re drawn.

‘I was angry at Dog too,’ Gabe said, ‘for leaving, for dying. I pretended he was with me in the surf for years.’

‘What surf?’ He’d lived nowhere near the beach in Sydney.

‘Jesus, Win—you think you know everything. Just listen sometimes, hey? I’m saying I still talk to Dog, but he’s not here. I know he’s not here.’

‘What does that mean?’ I’d felt the push behind it.

‘You saw Four for years. You said it yourself. You have memories of him here when you know he never was.’

‘I know Four wasn’t here,’ I tried to reassure him, trying not to stumble on my tenses, but he stopped me with an open palm.

‘And now you think Dog’s here—or coming back. Isn’t that why you came?’

‘I came back looking for you. Looking for Helena …’

‘Who you think Dog has taken?’

It sounded far-fetched and unlikely when he said it. I hung my head, and he took my hand. ‘I just think you should get yourself checked out,’ he said. ‘Promise me?’ I nodded but he wanted more. ‘Promise me you’ll make an appointment’—I promised—‘and that you’ll keep it.’

The rain had stopped, and we climbed out of the car. A lighter patch of cloud above us, the breeze was rich with the egg-shit smell of seaweed—the beach would be thick with it.

Gabe waited to wrap an arm around me. He was as tall as Dog had been. Looser-limbed but just as strong. ‘Okay?’ he said, and I nodded, smiled, assured him that I was. It should have felt good, being cuddled in close, but neither of us really meant it. Something had folded between us. Water-soaked and spoiled, I doubted it would peel apart again.

I didn’t want to follow him into the house. I didn’t want the conversation we were having to go on.

‘I’m going to take a walk,’ I told him, and he might have said, I’ll come too, or, Don’t, or, Stop, I’m sorry, but he didn’t, and I thought of something as I stepped away. Something that might persuade him things were not all in my head.

‘Do you still have the box?’

‘What box?’

‘Your box of treasures.’

‘Oh.’ He dug his hands into his pockets and widened his stance as if he expected an argument or a gust of wind. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

May 2018

She was soaked through.

There is a smell when someone has not washed, or been washed, properly. When a child is trusted to wash herself. Stripping and soaping is tiresome, and sometimes it is cold in the bathroom, when the mirror is not steamy and there are no bubbles waiting to be swung into and splashed away; no boats to be floated, no little mermaids to be swum.

There is a smell that comes from armpits and from darker creases wedged with something like cream cheese. It is hair plaited days ago, crispy now where the band holds tight, and matted where the bunching begins. It is still-sticky hands and scab-scratched skin grouted beneath fingernails that want cutting. It is bits between toes and, depending who sits behind you on the bus, it might be things caught up in curls that shouldn’t be: spit balls, bogeys.

Lucy-Lyn James had that smell.

It was raining hard when she ran across the grass that Thursday morning. She wasn’t the only one whose socks I lay in front of the classroom heater, open ends facing the fan to let the warm air fill them like little grey balloons. Lucy-Lyn’s weren’t the only shoes I set beside them, but hers were the only pair with chunks missing from their soles—actual holes—as if someone had pressed them out with a cookie cutter. Lucy-Lyn was the only one with skin puffing at the edges of her big toenails, where they were growing-in and purple. She was the only one without a jumper on under her coat. Her school dress was too short, and her knickers were too big, and none of this was unusual. I had registered concern, submitted yellow slips, but what was to be done? She has a roof over her head and food in her belly, I was told. Anything else was icing on the cake (and I should see some of the cases they had through).

Recess and lunch were spent inside, where the children ate around their little tables. Crumbs on the floor, tomatoes stripped from sandwiches, and someone’s water bottle bound to be knocked over. No one was watching Peppa Pig, though a cheer had gone up when I’d put it on.

Why that day?

‘I’ve got jam in my sandwich,’ someone said. Someone else had Vegemite. Plenty had ham and cheese, and Lucy-Lyn peeled her bread apart, joining in as best she could, but, ‘That’s not your sandwich,’ the girls sitting either side reminded her. ‘That’s Miss Robins’.’

‘Settle down now,’ I told them.

I sat at my desk and picked at a fruit salad while I checked my phone, and a breaking news story was filtering through Facebook. Backpacker Found! And there she was in the picture we all knew, posing between a wall of books and a sash window, in a turtleneck and pearls. It was the picture they printed beside the by-lines in the magazines she wrote for.

Thank God! people commented. SUCH great news! WTF?!

Why that day?

Helena had been picked up by a truck driver who’d radioed ahead so that a storm of reporters was waiting when they pulled into Newman. He’d filled her in on the way—told her what a fuss she’d caused—and she’d told him the story we would all hear before day’s end. That rain had snubbed her plans to travel north of Exmouth. That she’d met a woman who’d extended an invitation, and that she’d been staying with her south of Paraburdoo writing story after story.

Sometimes things just drop on your knees.

‘She’s a lucky girl,’ the truck driver said, as if he’d pulled her from the jaws of something perilous, and not simply slowed to stop and let her climb the steps into his cab at ten o’clock that morning. She’d been hitchhiking in proper shoes, with snacks and sunscreen, a wide-brimmed hat and plenty of bottled water, but she’d been very lucky, reporters all agreed.

‘I am so sorry,’ she said, and looked it.

‘No harm done,’ they assured her. But there had been.

It was still raining. Pouring thick and fast and all over. The satellite imagery on breakfast television had been a whorl of grey and white. More warnings had been issued. When the bell rang the end of the school day, children were hurried beneath umbrellas and out of the gates, younger siblings cocooned in strollers. There were warm baths waiting, hot chocolate promises, blankets and bears and bedtime stories.

But Lucy-Lyn James waited on the mat in her broken shoes.

‘Mum must be running a bit late,’ I told her. Becca James was often running late, and sometimes she didn’t run at all, and I’d have to call and remind her that she had a child who needed picking up.

‘What time do you finish?’ she would ask.

‘The same time every day,’ I’d tell her.

Scabs around her mouth and bruises in the creases of her elbows, she reminded me of Alison’s friend (with Jack the staffy and her car on bricks).

I gave Lucy-Lyn some pencils to sharpen while everyone else went home. The cleaner came through, and still Becca James hadn’t come. I did call. I called over and over (half an hour of voicemail messages). ‘This is Win Robins, Lucy-Lyn’s teacher,’ they all began, but on the last one I just said, ‘I’ll drop her home.’

We’re not allowed to give them lifts, even if we pass them on the street and it’s pouring with rain. Even if they’ve no shade and its forty degrees in February. Even if we know they live a thirty-minute walk away.

We’re not supposed to sit them on our knees or pick them up (I don’t think we’re really supposed to care too much), but Lucy-Lyn’s shoes and socks were dry by then, so I carried her to the car.

We stopped at Innaloo for a few things on the way. Socks and pyjamas and a pair of sneakers with flashing lights and glitter woven through the laces; a gingerbread man from the bakery (she’d never had one before). She’d never had bubbles in her bath, or conditioner through her hair. ‘It smells lovely,’ she said, ‘like flowers. Is Mummy coming soon?’

‘She does know she’s here, doesn’t she?’ Nanny asked me while I dried Lucy-Lyn’s hair. Combing it carefully, I pretended not to hear above the whine of the hairdryer. ‘Why don’t you give me her number and I’ll make a call?

‘I’ve left messages,’ I assured her.

We had pasta for dinner. Homemade meatballs with mince from the butcher; spaghetti I showed her how to twirl around her fork. She’d never seen a cheese grater before.

‘Is Mummy coming soon?’ she asked again and again (more than I’d thought she would).

‘She’s a sweet little thing,’ Ned said, ‘but you know she can’t stay the night, don’t you?’

So, we watched Zootopia and ate Maltesers, and then I took her home to the mice she’d written about in class, the mattress she had to share sometimes, the little bugs that got into the cereal, and the fridge she’d said did not have food in it like ours.

It was dark by then, and she’d fallen asleep in the car, so I carried her up the path.

‘Hello, pumpkin!’ Becca James said when she opened the door. There’d been no panic, and I was a little disappointed by that. She’d not returned one of my calls. There’d been no fear, no ‘please’ or ‘why?’ or ‘don’t!’ and I was a little disappointed by that, too. ‘I couldn’t call you back,’ she said. ‘Your number’s private.’

I hadn’t considered that.

I handed Lucy-Lyn back smelling of lavender and coconut, and soft and clean, and she opened her eyes and beamed when she saw her mother.

I hadn’t expected that.

What had I expected? That she would like it better in my arms? At my house? Because I had shampoo and clean sheets and made my own meatballs? How must I have looked at her age on the bus to school, in class, and on the mat? In the gym that doubled as the dinner hall—scrambling for the skin off the custard or an extra smudge of mashed potato, holes through the toes of my plimsolls and grey beneath my nails? Did the teachers want to take me home to scrub behind my ears and brush my teeth and dress me in clean pyjamas? Had they assumed I was unloved because those charged with taking care of me were struggling to cope? They would not have known how much I loved the bed that looked out on all the seasons of the street, the hugs Gran pulled me into, the songs we sang, the fires we lit, the fun we had.

In the creepy hour of dolls that look alive, branches with fingers, and cupboard doors ajar, I doubt any child calls for their teacher. Had any of them offered any help? I didn’t know. Had I? Beyond referrals and sandwiches snuck in, and until now, had I?

‘I’m sorry,’ I mumbled, as I began to lose my footing.

Lucy-Lyn was happy to be home. She did not thank me for having her, for the new pyjamas, the little slippers on her feet or the flashing shoes I’d crammed into her bag. She did not even say goodnight.

Still, the smell of the house, the cloud of sweat and hash and something burning; the mess on the floor behind them, the scabs around her mother’s mouth, the greying of her teeth. All of that, but it was shame and embarrassment that loaded a parting shot.

‘Do better,’ I told her, and I turned, and I went home.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

‘It’ll be the end of term soon enough,’ Ned said. He didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. ‘It’s not like you fiddled with the kid. We were here with you. We can tell them. Do you want me to give someone a call?’

‘There’s more to it, I think,’ I heard Nanny say, and there was, but there needn’t have been, it was enough.

Becca James lodged a complaint. It wasn’t the first. An investigation was launched. The principal suggested I take my long service leave. The investigation would take weeks, months, and people were talking, though they weren’t supposed to.

What were they saying? That I was hard work, up and down, blowing hot and cold? That I wasn’t always fair? That I wasn’t always kind? That I said ‘Don’t!’ and ‘Stop!’ and ‘Haven’t I told you not to?’

There were things I’d done poorly, other things I hadn’t done on time (or hadn’t done at all). I’d left them scrambling to replace me on Monday and Tuesday when I’d stayed in bed without a doctor’s note or any reasonable excuse. Nanny had coaxed no more than my head from underneath the covers. ‘Where did you disappear to at the weekend?’ she’d pressed. ‘What happened?’ This wasn’t like me. I was better at keeping things together.

The school chaplain forwarded Marlena’s details with a note advising my entitlement to ten free sessions. The principal had hinted I should take them, and I’d promised Gabe I’d see someone, make an appointment (and keep it).

Sleep was broken like the toffee Esther used to make and smash to pieces with a hammer. Some bits came out hard and others crumbled to a sugary dust you took up on the end of one sticky finger. I dreamed of Langomar, of curling roots and empty boxes, of running lost and climbing trees much taller than I ever had or ever would have; floundering in water as deep and green-black as it was past Flems.

I didn’t tell anyone I’d been back there. I didn’t mention Gabe or what had happened with Helena or share my growing theory that Dog was still alive.

I ran every morning. I drove Ned to his appointments and waited in pistachio-green rooms with strip lighting and long scratches on the walls where gurneys had taken the paint off. I cooked dinner and watched television with Ned and Nanny, and worked my way through Miami Vice on YouTube, which had come up when I’d googled Elvis alligator.

‘God, your mum used to love this show,’ Ned told me more than once. He liked to make a go of the theme music—a staccato of duh-duh-duh-duh-duh—which left him managing deep breaths to keep himself from coughing. ‘Fancied the main fella. Had his poster up on her wall.’

There was something about Don Johnson that reminded me of Lew—the flop and colour of his hair, the way he touched his tongue to his cigarette and pinched it between his lips; his sometimes-slouch and the roll of his sleeves.

‘Did you have someone, Ned?’ I asked him one night. I’d never thought to ask before. I had never heard talk of any special someone who’d been and gone. I knew he had no children, but there’s a wide wasteland between parenthood and being truly and forever on your own.

Nanny had long since gone to bed, and we were sitting together, laptop on my knees but somehow between us, Crockett and Tubbs frozen in a final frame.

He rubbed his chest. ‘Not in the way you’re meaning.’

Was there another way?

Ned chuckled softly as memories overtook him. A woman who danced the go-go in the Kubla Khan and played the piano and traced her pencils lightly over details.

‘Because you were in love with Mo?’ I didn’t often use her name.

‘From the moment I laid eyes on her,’ he said. ‘Always have been. Always will be.’ A look of understanding that it didn’t matter now, knowing what we did of what was happening inside him, what lay around the corners that remained. He smiled. White gums and caramel incisors. ‘So now you know.’

I didn’t tell him that I thought I’d known for years, that I’d seen it in his eyes when he’d come home after weeks away, when she pulled a blanket across his lap or set a cup of tea beside him. It had been there all along, in the hands he rested on her hips when the two of them pressed closer than a space required; the seat he had always taken on the couch beside her, when she and Alison had taken one each, the chair that faced her at the table, the side he cushioned in every argument.

‘Why didn’t you ask her out?’ When he’d first laid eyes on her.

He seemed to consider it. ‘She had a boyfriend. She was caught up with the bloke who owned the club—the Kubla Khan; proper piece of shit, he was. We finished up sending him interstate.’

‘Sending him?’

‘Let’s just say Harry and I helped him move.’ Ned grinned. ‘I drove him to the border, dropped him at the roadhouse there, which wasn’t what it is now.’ Laughter rattled into a cough, and I rested a hand between his shoulder blades. They were paperclip-fine, the nubs of his spine like beads on a string. He took a careful sip of water, then another. ‘By the time I got back, Harry and Mo were something of an item.’

‘What happened to the Kubla Khan?’

Ned considered his answer before he gave it. ‘Me and Harry bought it.’

‘You owned it?’

‘Still do.’ He enjoyed my surprise. ‘’Course, it’s not been the Kubla Khan for a long time.’ I knew that. Alison had pointed out the building with the balconied second floor and tiles around its windows when Nanny and I had first arrived from Langomar. It had been Reflections when I’d been there with friends, years later. It was the Chainmail, these days.

‘Does she know?’

‘Which part?’

‘Any of it.’ All of it.

Ned shook his head. He didn’t make me promise not to tell. Whether he knew I wouldn’t or that it didn’t matter now, he didn’t say. ‘She’s been a better sister to me than my own ever was. Ally too. Harry and Mo, well, they took me on like family. Dog and Nancy, young Gabe. You.’ He didn’t mention Esther.

I reached for Ned’s hand and gave it a squeeze, snapping the laptop shut and setting it aside. ‘What were they like? Dog and Nancy?’

‘Pups without a master.’ He was silent for a minute, lost in long ago when Langomar was full of life, and love a dream of possibility.

‘Was he unkind?’ I asked him.

‘Harry? Sometimes. True enough, he could be an arsehole.’

‘Dog, I meant. Was he mean to Nancy?’

‘Just as likely to have been the other way round. Went at it teeth and claws, they did. Dog never could pin her down, though. She was slippery as a snake, that one.’ Then, remembering who that one was, he winced deliberately and apologised. ‘Sorry, love, but a spade’s a spade, you know?’

I knew. I knew exactly what a spade was, and the damage it could do.

‘They fought a lot, then?’

Ned’s brow furrowed as he tried to find the thread of a memory he might pull, but his hands were old, and the cancer made them shaky. Perhaps he went to time spent with his own sister in Albany. ‘All siblings have their quarrels,’ he said. There can be a bit of an edge. ‘But look, it was six of one and half-a-dozen of the other’s what I’m saying. They were a pair of hooligans when they revved each other up. Cut from the same cloth, that’s for sure. I don’t know that Mo ever saw it. I suppose you never do see the mischief in your own kids, do you?’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ I told him.

‘Yeah. Guess I wouldn’t either.’ We drifted back to the television. ‘Crockett and Tubbs, hey? I’ve told you this was your mum’s favourite show?’ It hadn’t been. Nancy had loved Star Trek. Spock and Kirk, Scotty and Bones. ‘From what I’ve heard you say, she was a good mum?’

‘She was the best,’ I told him, but who did I have to compare her to?

‘And she was good to your dad?’

I remembered them dancing. Soap bubbles in Lew’s hair and Whitney Houston on the radio, condensation running down the kitchen window, Yorkshire pudding tins cooling in the oven, and drips of gravy on the counter. ‘They were really in love,’ I told Ned. ‘It broke my dad’s heart when she died. He fell apart.’

Ned nodded and kept nodding. ‘Yeah, that’ll send you right under if there’s nothing else to keep you afloat.’ He checked himself, again. ‘I’m sorry, love, I didn’t mean—’

‘It’s alright, Ned.’ I had years since come to terms with the fact that I’d not been enough for Lew with Nancy gone.
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I saw Marlena every Friday, all the way through June and then July.

There was no news of the investigation, but I didn’t chase it.

‘Dragging their feet a bit, aren’t they?’ Nanny grumbled, but I didn’t mind. I hadn’t decided whether I wanted to go back to teaching.

‘Why don’t you take yourself off for a week?’ Ned suggested. ‘You could go to Albany. Stay with my sister.’ I thought he might have wanted to go himself. I’d no idea how long it had been since he’d seen his sister, and whether she knew what was happening inside him. The cancer was spreading at a terrible rate. He wouldn’t have had strength enough for a drive that long, and I offered to take him, but he only laughed at my misunderstanding. ‘Christ, no! She’d have her happy-clapper friends circling the wagons! I’ll stick with the chemo, thanks. And a bit of weed.’

‘Ned’s right, though,’ Nanny said. ‘Take a little holiday. Why don’t you visit what’s-his-name in Bali?’

Ned shook his head at what’s-his-name, but he was smiling.

‘I’ll give it some thought,’ I promised, but I didn’t give it any thought at all. I didn’t want to skip a session. I was filling notebooks as fast as I was buying them. Turning everything over and laying things out to brittle in the sun. I’d been setting an alarm, waking at five thirty and sliding warm feet into slippers waiting the right way around. I sat at the kitchen counter with coffee after coffee, scribbling like a savant.

‘Can we read it?’ Nanny asked.

‘Maybe when it’s finished,’ I told her, as if it was becoming something.
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On the morning of my last session with Marlena, I woke early to a long-drawn screech of brakes away on Flinders. It was only four twenty-six, but I knew there’d be no going back to sleep.

Ned was on the couch that had become his usual, his face coloured healthy by the glow of a muted movie. He had a tablet the size of a licorice bullet to swallow before bed, so the worst of any side effects would catch him lying down, but he didn’t always make it that far.

The light from the television sluiced through the kitchen, bleaching everything on one side. There was a spill of sugar by the sink, and I wet the corner of a tea towel under water that trickled warm before it burst out cold to fill the kettle.

Ned startled slightly then relaxed into a smile.

‘Can’t sleep?’ I called in a whisper.

‘It’s getting harder to,’ he said.

I made us both coffee.

On the television, men were fighting with sticks, subtitles ribboning across the bottom of the screen. Ned was watching without watching, a sandwich dried up on the plate beside him where I’d set it hours ago after a dinner he had not eaten. Nanny’s blanket lay across his lap, and he was rolling a ball of lint between the rough pads of his forefinger and thumb.

‘Much on today, love?’

‘My last psych appointment,’ I reminded him. A fleck of pride in it, as if I were on the brink of completing something worthwhile like a first aid course or a croquembouche.

‘How’s it been?’ (He’d asked before.) ‘Done a lot of talking?’

‘I’ve done a lot of thinking,’ I said.

‘You’ve got to watch out for that.’ Ned laughed, but there was something under it, wanting the damp corner of a tea towel. ‘It can get you into all sorts of strife, thinking.’

‘I’ll be right,’ I assured him. We both knew it was the doing that really got you into trouble.

‘Does she get a look at it?’ He nodded towards my notebook on the counter. He knew Marlena was behind the writing. ‘Can’t hurt. Can it?’ It sounded odd the way he said it—snapped in two like a Kit-Kat—and I sensed a scum of worry beneath the surface.

‘It’s just for me,’ I said, to reassure him.

‘Good girl.’

We sat quietly for a while, the television trapping our attention. One dead ninja, another in a tree, I readied a joke and turned to Ned, but he was dozing, so I let him be.

He woke a minute later with a little jolt. ‘I was dreaming,’ he said. ‘Thought for a minute you were Ally, sitting there.’

‘Do I look like her?’

He let his head fall back to rest on the pillow Nanny had plumped behind him. ‘To tell you the truth, love, I don’t remember.’ He tapped away a tear and gave a wheeze of a laugh, embarrassed by himself. ‘We were friends for such a long time. You’ve been my angels, you know. All three of you.’ He reached for my hand, and I shuffled along the couch so he could take it.

‘You used to call us Charlie’s Angels,’ I reminded him.

‘Did I?’ He blinked another tear away. ‘I suppose that made me Bosley?’

‘Not Charlie?’

‘Nah, I was never Charlie; I was just the bloke who cleaned up all the shit.’ He looked stricken as soon as he’d said it. ‘I didn’t mean—’ He tried to sit up, but I patted him back into the chair.

‘I know you didn’t,’ I assured him. ‘Anyway, Bosley was always the better man.’

‘You know, I remember the day I picked you up from the airport,’ he said after another while. ‘Skinny little thing you were—a breath of wind could’ve blown you away—but you marched right up and stuck out your hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mr Ned.”’

We both nursed the memory.

‘Gran said I mustn’t be afraid to try new things,’ I told him.

‘Not many times in my life I’ve been seen as a new thing.’ He laughed properly, and I fetched a glass of water while his cough petered out, then held the glass steady while he took a sip. ‘Did you ever reach out to your dad?’

I didn’t answer.

Ned knew Lew had written to tell me that Gran had died. In her nineties, winter had taken her in her sleep. Neighbours had found her, and then Lew. By the time he found me, she was so far in the past it had not hurt much at all. He’d enclosed a photograph of his new family and included a return address in case I wanted to get in touch, but I never had.

‘He was one of the fellas they met in Spain, was he?’

‘Malta.’ It made no difference.

‘Nancy sent Ally a photo of them all together, her and her friend …’

He waited for me to plug the hole: ‘Jan.’

‘That’s the one. Ally had a picture of the two of them with the Eiffel Tower. It was in a frame there on the table for years.’ He was silent for some time, wondering where it went perhaps, and other things. ‘I never got to France,’ he said. There was nothing of regret to it. ‘She sent a photo of them all together—in Malta, was it?’ I gave a nod. ‘I remember the one fella had his foot up on a step. We wouldn’t have noticed, but Nancy wrote that he had one leg a bit shorter than the other. Said he liked it if there was a bit of a curb.’ Despite his best efforts, laughter scrambled his breath. ‘That was my dad,’ I said when his breathing slowed at last.

‘Oh, bloody hell. Was it, now?’

Ned’s focus seemed to drift back to the television. An American talk show now. Women sitting around a table. Subtitles took the words from their mouths. Applause darting up every few seconds.

‘That was your dad, you say? The fella with the bung leg? Got a picture of him, do you?’

No one had ever asked.

No box for my treasures, only spots around my room. A feather in an empty perfume bottle, an airline ticket pressed between the pages of a book, a soft toy propped up on a shelf beside a painting of a grey-brown robin, and seven photographs in a worn-soft envelope. I slipped Wombat Blue away, though I doubted whether it mattered anymore.

I let Ned sleep as long as he could, which wasn’t very. He coughed himself awake. ‘Dreaming again,’ he told me, shuffling higher in his seat and clearing his throat. Where were we?

I passed him the photograph of Lew on the worn edge of the couch, with his home-rolled cigarette and his guitar.

‘Good-looking rooster,’ Ned said. He had been. ‘Looks a bit like the fella on that Miami show, doesn’t he?’ He did. ‘You know, she just stopped writing.’ Ned swallowed thickly. ‘Last letter, she told us she was getting married and having a baby, but then she just stopped writing. Mo kept sending letters—I know; I posted them. Ally wrote as well, but as far as I know, Nancy never wrote back to either of them. It cut Mo. More than she let on at the time.’ To Harry? ‘More than she’d admit if you asked her’—and the look he slid across asked me not to—‘but I was the one who emptied the mailbox, saw her face when I told her there’d been nothing other than the usual in it. She’d brush it off like it was nothing, but it wasn’t. There was no word when you were born, no photo, nothing.’ He reached for the glass and took a sip of water. ‘I’m sorry to say it—being as she was your mum and all—but it was cruel of Nancy to cut her mother off like that, with no good reason.’

No good reason.

‘I’m sorry.’

Ned patted my hand. ‘It’s not your fault, love.’ His eyes fell back on the television. One of the hosts was showing off bedazzled sneakers. Applause! Applause! ‘Did she keep in touch with her friend?’

‘I don’t know,’ I lied. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Fell out, did they?’

Over a fella? Nanny had said it years ago, but there was something in Ned’s tone that said he might know more—might know why—something bothering the flap-end of a memory, and the look I gave him wondered what it was.

‘I don’t want to be rude, love, and your mum’s dead and all …’

‘God, Ned, just say it.’

‘Well, as I recall, it was the other fella—the darker one—that was stepping out with your mum.’

‘Uncle Tony?’

Ned shrugged. ‘To start with, anyway. It was her friend that took up with the other bloke.’ He nodded at the picture on the arm of the chair, and I picked it up.

‘Jan was with my dad?’

‘If your dad was the one with the bung leg, love, yeah. That’s what’s twigged me to it, see. He didn’t like to dance—well he wouldn’t, would he?—and Nancy was a bit ragged because her friend didn’t want to go out dancing while she had this boyfriend …’ He paused, pursing his lips for the taste of a name.

‘Lew.’

‘Lew, who didn’t like to. Lots of spots for dancing, I suppose, in a holiday place like Malta, and Nancy loved to dance, didn’t she?’

They both did.

He frowned at the photograph in my hand.

‘I remember it was the darker one, see, because Ally and I both commented on his looking like a Bruno, and she wrote a lot about him—he had family over there, didn’t he? She said his grandmother reminded her of Mo, which was a nasty shot and Nancy knew it, but—’ That’s what she was like, he’d been about to say. Another reference to a sourer side of my mother that I had never known (or did not remember). ‘So, I suppose, if she went on to marry her best friend’s fella—your dad—well, it’s not surprising they fell out, is it? A shame, though,’ he added. ‘They were as close as sisters, Ally always said. Closer than some.’

I considered Jan’s reluctance to talk about Malta. She couldn’t remember much about Lew or Tony, she’d said.

‘Did you like her?’ I asked Ned.

‘Nancy’s friend? I only met her once or twice,’ he said, ‘but she seemed nice enough. Ally was fond of her. She’d had a hard go of things, I think, growing up.’

That’s not who I’d meant. ‘Did you like Nancy?’

Ned didn’t answer right away. His eyes drifted back to the television. ‘She had her moments,’ he said eventually. ‘She wasn’t always as kind as she could have been, but you can only play what you’ve been dealt, can’t you? She’d needed a bit of armour, growing up. But it’s all water under the bridge, isn’t it? Which bloke she ended up with. She was happy, wasn’t she? And your dad was a good sort?’

He wasn’t really asking, but I told him that he was.

‘Got some more photos there, have you?’ It was kindness feigning interest. He passed quickly over the first three pictures: Nancy at the Colosseum, on the beach, and pulling a face over her spaghetti, but he paused when he got to the fourth: Nancy and Lew on the steps outside the registry office, rice on their shoulders, Lew in a suit and Nancy in a white dress with a melon of a tummy. It seemed to take Ned by surprise.

‘That was their wedding day,’ I told him, though I would have thought it was obvious.

‘They got married, did they?’

It was the cancer, I thought, fogging Ned’s memory. Hadn’t he just said Nancy had written to tell them she and Lew were getting married?

He slid the picture to the back of the pile. The next was of Uncle Tony, Nancy, Jan, and Lew, on the night they’d met in Malta, the twinkling lights of Spinola Bay behind them.

‘This is the one,’ Ned said. ‘This is the same picture your mum sent. Not much between the two of them, was there?’

But there’d been enough.

Nancy had taken such a lot of photographs in Rome, Esther had told me. How was it then that she’d been in all of them?

Tap, tap.

An itty-bitty thing, Gran had always called her, and in the photo she was a head shorter than Jan, but her thong was as high as Dog’s on the tree at Langomar.

Esther’s gnocchi was amazing, Jan had said, and Esther had remembered it as Nancy’s favourite, but Jan and I both knew that it hadn’t been.

The caterpillar dropped into the bottle of wine. ‘That was me,’ Jan had said, and it was Jan with a scar on her lip, though Ronnie Possum had bitten Nancy on the face.

The last picture: Nancy, Jan & Hettie WB 1985. But I knew for sure it was my mother in the middle.

‘Do you remember their names?’ I asked Ned. What did he think I was testing?

His finger hovered, nicotine-stained in its creases, Know stretched grey-green across the knuckles.

‘Well, this one’s Nancy,’ he said as it touched down on the left, beneath the woman I knew as Jan.

The woman who’d named her dog Elvis because she loved Miami Vice; who’d told Gabe her name was Crockett, not Rocket, when he’d caught her sneaking round. The woman who’d driven all the way to Langomar when Alison had told her I was coming, snuck in the back way and set fire to the shed where she’d known all the photographs were kept. That’s the one she said would fuck it up. Not just that one. Any photograph at all would have done it.

Nancy had come home after all, and Alison had kept her secret and let everyone believe she was dead when my mother died. I was the image of her, she’d told me when we met, knowing then—knowing all along—my mother was the other one: Jan, whose name slipped everybody’s tongue. Jan, who didn’t like to talk about her family but who’d been telling the truth when she’d told us she was an only child whose mother was a sack of something else.

They’d been lyrebirds, singing each other’s songs.

But: Why? How? When?

Esther had known them the right way around, and she’d told Gabe my mother had not been so nice, when really she’d been lovely. It was Nancy with the mean streak I’d glimpsed myself, in Margaret River. The up and down. The hot and cold. Mental health issues, Gabe had said, but he’d wanted to call her crazy. A word that Alison had never liked, and everyone deserved a second chance.

Just the one?

Was it a loss fully recognised that clouded Ned’s face as he looked up and properly at mine, maybe for the first time? At the curly hair, the strong brows, and the brown eyes that were just as easily Jan’s as Nancy’s? Did he understand in that moment, as I did, that there was not a drop of Bruno blood running through my veins?

‘Mo loves you, you know,’ he said quietly. ‘That’s the truth.’ But everything that Nanny felt for me, and everything I felt for her, was grown out of a lie and sculpted from my being who she thought I was. All that I’d inherited from Nancy had not been hers to give, while all that had surprised them—my overbite and measure of music, the voices in my head—shouldn’t have, wouldn’t have, if they’d known the truth; but, This is your Uncle Godfrey, Gran had said. A pip of a lie we’d taken as a gift, and it had grown and grown like a snowball rolled home—we, we, we all the way.

Dog had not been my uncle, and Nanny was not my nanny. My grandmother was Christine Fletcher, with nothing more than a head of hair worth remembering. My great-uncle: homeless Arlo with his cutlery squirrelled away in his coat. Are you a party girl? All the times he’d asked me that, who had he thought I was? And my mother, trouble in a short skirt, always wanting what wasn’t hers, and not just wanting: she’d taken—Nancy’s name, at least.

I’d taken the rest.

Ned slipped the photograph beneath the pile and took my hands. His fingers were warmer than I expected. His smile was kinder. The nod he gave me firm, but I could not meet his gaze. Instead, I let mine drop to where we’d started, with Lew and his home-rolled cigarette and his guitar, blurred now between my lashes.

Was it love at first sight?

It was for me, Lew had always said, and there was some consolation in knowing that, at least, had been the truth. There’d been two of them at the table, but he’d only had eyes for my mother. He’d called her Nancy, but he must have known she wasn’t because he burned everything that might have given her away when he sent for Dog to come and get us. All the photographs, all the letters and the papers that would have proved his dead wife hadn’t been who he was about to claim she was. You’ll see, he’d promised as I’d stood beside the drum, with all I’d ever have of who she’d been hidden in the pocket of my dressing-gown. You’ll see, but I’m sure he hoped I never would. What am I going to do with you?

Fake it till you make it, Esther had said. Any port in a storm.

Cuckoo, a whisper at my shoulder.

‘Put these away, love.’ Ned handed me the envelope with both hands. ‘You don’t want them getting lost.’

Or being found.

It only takes one to let go.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Perth, 3 August 2018

‘I can’t come in this afternoon,’ I tell Marlena’s secretary, hoping she doesn’t wonder at the traffic noise in the background.

‘Is everything okay?’ she asks. She must hear it. I’ve pulled into a rest stop between Bunbury and Dunsborough, where the highway splits and winds a way towards the surf and cheese and wineries. Trucks and cars and caravans are roaring past.

‘Something’s come up,’ I say. ‘A bit of a family crisis.’ It isn’t a lie, but there is something like shame in the distance I’ve already put between us, truth trickling through me like a thaw all the long drive down.

‘Same time next week then?’ she asks.

‘Sure. Yes. Thank you.’




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

She was still my mother, I told myself. Said it loud to make it clear. She was still the one who’d warmed my childhood with her love and laughter.

Our childhood.

She was still the one whose belly I had grown in.

We had grown in. You still have me, Four whispered.

‘You’re long gone,’ I reminded him.
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I parked beside Jan’s Land Rover, knowing now she was not Jan.

Elvis ran to meet me, jogging alongside the Barina as Jan-who-was-not-Jan came from the kennels, a long-haired sausage dog scampering in her wake. In her hands a rag hung like something with its neck wrung. Paint-stained and worn, I recognised the burnt yellow of the turps-damp cloths that used to lie around Harry’s studio. A painter then (another chip off the old block).

Her strides were long. Gumboots, jeans, and a singlet, a different cap this time, and a flannel shirt unbuttoned, billowing behind her like a cape. The deep bark of bigger dogs echoed from the long, low, concrete block she left behind, and the smash of a chain where at least one of them was launching itself against its pen.

‘You came back!’ she called, impatience in her tone and in the couldn’t-wait-till-she-was-closer.

I climbed out of the car with more assertion than I felt, hands wavering between my hips and pockets. What did I have that proved any more than a pair of knickers found under a seat, or an earring in the bottom of a boat? Here is something hidden which I have found. The substance was in what might follow, but where it led would need her to guide it. To admit it.

‘Hello, Nancy.’

If she was surprised, she concealed it well. Perhaps she expected me to say more—she seemed to be waiting for more—but it was her turn. I had done enough.

‘Who’ve you’ve been talking to?’ she asked, something like a scoff behind it. Conceding nothing. Expecting me to empty my pockets before she showed a hint of what she might have stuffed in hers.

‘Ned saw your photograph.’ Her frown troubled how and where and which one. ‘You took my mother’s name,’ I said.

‘Did I?’ There was a challenge in it. There was Harry in it. How do you know? she meant. What could I prove?

The little sausage dog paced the length of the house and back again, while Elvis sniffed my shoes and knees and crotch.

‘You wrote to Mo and Alison about Lew and my mum.’ I couldn’t call her Jan. ‘You told them they were deeply in love.’ I didn’t think she had, but I wanted her to know I knew they had been.

She considered this, unravelling the who’s who in her head, and nodded, an expression that said fair enough, while Elvis choked up three wooden chips in a wash of yellow bile that splashed my shoes.

‘He won’t leave it alone,’ she said instead of sorry, and we both looked towards the mountain of mulch beside the woodchipper.

‘Our dog eats shit,’ I told her, and we both laughed. Marlena would have said the ice was broken.

I’d stopped at Liquorland and shopped by price, remembering the husband who’d been a vintner and buying a red so purple it was almost blue. (You’ll catch more flies with honey.) I held it up. A white flag of Can We Talk?

One of the kennelled dogs began to howl.

‘He doesn’t want to be here,’ Nancy said.

‘You must get that a lot.’ I imagined Monkey left alone in a cage.

‘Not really.’ She turned and walked towards the house, and I followed her like a puppy.

There were three or four drops of creamy brown paint on the kitchen floor—shiny wet but blistering—which she crouched to wipe away with the rag she still had in her hands. She didn’t say come in, sit down, or make yourself at home. ‘Does Mo know you’re here?’ Does Mo know I’m here? she meant.

‘No.’

‘Ned?’

I told her he didn’t either.

‘You’ve lost weight,’ she said, and despite my own agenda I was flattered that she’d noticed.

She tossed the rag into the sink and her hat onto the counter, then she turned and leaned against it. I saw her read the badge I’d kept on Alison’s jacket: Be Kind.

‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting you.’ She softened. ‘I wasn’t expecting this.’ Spread her arms in a gesture which took in everything. ‘I can be a bit snippy.’ Half a smile.

‘That’s okay,’ I told her. Snippy was the least of what I’d heard she could be.

‘And I stink.’ The bark of her laugh was familiar and there was warmth behind it.

I found the glasses while she had a shower. I ran an eye along her bookshelves, wondered whether she lit the stove on colder nights, examined the pictures on the walls—close enough this time to seek out signatures in corners: an easily deciphered Helen Norton; N. Van der Merwe on the mounts beneath the ravens. Immersed in the painting of the women with the severed head, I did not hear her stocking feet behind me.

‘Artemisia Gentileschi.’ Nancy’s accent was as fine as I remembered Esther’s. ‘She was raped by one of her father’s friends.’

She didn’t need to tell me it was his head in the basket. Elvis alligator hadn’t been the only Google search I’d done. Gentileschi had been tortured during her attacker’s trial, I knew. They’d crushed her fingers while he’d shouted that she was lying; had her examined by midwives in front of the court.

‘How was the real thing?’ According to Google, it hung in the Pitti Palace, but she did not answer, only sipped from the glass I’d poured her and nodded, as if the quality surprised her.

‘Well, here we are,’ she said.

There we were.

We took the leather armchairs either side of the wide, floor-to-ceiling window, tall trees casting afternoon shadows across a patchy lawn that ran to the blunt end of the kennels. The sausage dog collapsed on the doughnut of its bed between us, while Elvis lapped at a wide bowl of water, then lay down at the foot of the stone stairs.

‘Where do you want to start?’ Nancy settled in sideways, slinging her legs over the arm of her chair.

I drew mine up beneath me, as if it were Marlena I was facing. I’d kicked my shoes off at the door. ‘At the beginning,’ I said. Where else?




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

‘Neither of us had ever been on an aeroplane. Everyone told us to make sure we got a window seat, so we took turns. I sat there for the take-off, and when we started our descent into Singapore, we went to swap places, but one of the stewardesses stopped us. She was a proper bitch about it—told us off and made us switch back—we were really embarrassed.’ A little of it washed in with the memory, and Nancy laughed it off. ‘We were only young. Anyway, for the next flight we switched our boarding passes so Jan could have the window, but we were so paranoid it would get us into trouble, we used each other’s names as well. It was funny. It was fun. It was a long flight—Singapore to Rome—and we got talking to the guy sitting beside us. He was Maltese, which is why we ended up going to Malta after Italy: he had a guesthouse there. Fast-forward however long and we looked him up and stayed there at mates rates. He introduced us to his family, and we didn’t want to tell them we’d given him false names—it would have made him look like an idiot—so we just swapped again.’

‘So, when Mum met Lew, she was Nancy?’

The real Nancy nodded.

‘And when you met Esther?’

‘Hettie met us in Italy, the right way round.’

She continued the story. ‘We swapped passports for the flight from Malta to Paris. We dared ourselves, to see if we could get away with it. If anyone had picked up on it, we’d only have to say we’d grabbed each other’s by mistake and swap them back—“Aren’t we silly?”—but no one picked up on it. And—I remember this so vividly—the woman on the counter really looked. You know how usually they just stamp the page and wave you through?’

I nodded, but of course I didn’t know.

‘She stopped and looked us up and down. Your mum was so nervous. She told me afterwards that all she could think about was that scene from Midnight Express, where they’re on the tarmac and he’s almost made it to the plane.’ Nancy gave another of her barking laughs, and I imagined my mother’s clammy palms and pounding heart, the sweat that must have trickled between her shoulder blades. ‘But they fell for it.’ Nancy mimed the stamping of their passports with a closed fist on the arm of her chair.

I waited for more. It seemed there ought to be some—now that I had the when, the where, and how it had happened—because there was more to it than a joke that had gone on too long, and because my mother had called herself Nancy until the day she died. Then I remembered something Nanny had said about Jan always wanting what wasn’t hers. Perhaps it had been that simple. All that Nancy Bruno had which she had not. All that she’d been. Yet she’d claimed none of it.

‘Why didn’t she come back? If she’d wanted to be you.’

‘What makes you think she wanted to be me?’

‘What was the point? What difference did being each other make then?’

‘We weren’t trying to be each other,’ she said. ‘We just didn’t want to be ourselves. Jan was Robins soon enough anyway, and I married the first idiot who asked me to.’ Or was it too? I wondered at that.

‘Was Franco the Spaniard?’

The question surprised her, but she nodded. He’d been mad for her, Esther had remembered. A bit full on, but the first idiot to ask.

‘After London I went back to Rome. He seemed like a nice-enough guy. We got married in Spain. I took his name.’

Jan had kept ‘Nancy’ because she liked it, and then she’d died, and Lew had seen an opportunity.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘It wasn’t your fault.’ She took the bottle from the table at her elbow and topped up both our glasses. ‘I got rid of everything I could, when I heard you were coming.’

Was she expecting me to thank her?

‘They thought Gabe set fire to the shed,’ I said.

‘Yes, I thought they might. What was his defence?’

‘He told them it was Rocket.’

‘Rocket?’

We both laughed (water under the bridge). No harm done really.

‘Why didn’t you want to go back?’ To being who you were.

The sausage dog rolled over in her bed, and Nancy stretched a leg and touched her gently on the shoulder with a foot. ‘You don’t really know Harry, do you?’

I didn’t. Until less than twelve hours ago, I’d considered him my grandfather, but I hadn’t seen him in twenty-one years. He’d never come back from Sydney, and I’d never been. I hadn’t seen him since he’d sent Nanny and me away from Langomar, bags and boxes in the tray of Ned’s ute. Nancy nodded slowly, about to pass me something heavy and awkward, weighing up which angle to present first.

‘How do you think Mo pays for things? How do you think she’s kept her head above water all these years?’

‘Alison?’ I ventured, even as I wondered, on a teacher’s wage? ‘The house was paid off, wasn’t it? When their parents died?’

Nancy winced. Was it?

She raised one hand and rubbed the pad of her thumb and her fingertips together. ‘Harry butters people’s bread,’ she said. ‘He butters yours. Whether you like it or not—whether or not you even know about it—you can google all you like but you won’t find anyone who’ll say a word against him. He’s a very clever boy.’

Elvis trotted over, tail wagging, and Nancy loved him while he rested his head in her lap.

‘He doesn’t have anything to do with us,’ I said.

‘Oh, no,’ she said, ‘You don’t have anything to do with him. Not the same thing at all.’

I disagreed—shake of head and furrowed brow. ‘We have absolutely no contact,’ I assured her. ‘He doesn’t know what we’re doing. He has no say in anything.’

‘Is that so?’ Another rough laugh. ‘When did you last see Ned?’

I swallowed instead of answering.

‘Not too long ago, I’m guessing. Left hand, right hand. Believe me, Harry knows exactly what you’re doing, and everything you’ve done. I’m sorry to break it to you, but if you’ve not been in his life, it’s because he didn’t want you there. If he thinks he needs to step in, oh, he will. Your grandad is not the man he’d have you think he is.’

‘And what man is that?’ How would she know what he had me thinking? What I was thinking now?

‘He has his fingers in pies you couldn’t imagine.’ More pies. ‘Sex, drugs. Not so much rock‘n’roll. Let’s just say he hasn’t made all his money from his paintings. Did Alison ever tell you why she and Mo fell out?’

I thought it was because Alison had helped her—Nancy—run away. Before that, ‘I thought ….’ I began. ‘I don’t know.’ (I didn’t want to say.)

‘When Harry and Mo first got together, they made a bit of a foursome with Al and Ned. I think they hoped they’d couple up, but of course Ned wasn’t really Al’s type, was he?’ She paused; stared hard. ‘One weekend they all went up to Langomar, and Harry raped Alison in her bed.’

I remembered how reluctant Alison had always been to talk of Langomar. She’d only been one time, she’d told me, and she’d never gone again. Nancy watched me carefully to see which way the scales were tipping.

‘What did she do?’

‘What could she do?’

I knew the size of Harry’s hands, the strength in his arms, legs like a giant, chest of a bear.

‘Fight, flight, freeze, or fall apart,’ Nancy said. ‘They say it’s instinctive. Everyone thinks they’ll fight, but most of us freeze.’

I imagined a line of women frozen in strange poses like stone-curlews.

‘Too many fall apart,’ Nancy continued. ‘The ones that get away are those that run. Opt for flight, if you’re ever in that situation.’ She uncurled a finger from her wineglass to wag it. ‘Alison taught me that when I was twelve years old.’

She’d taught me too, but Ned had taught Gabe and me to fight in case the other bloke ran faster. On the beach by the Lagoon, he’d shown us how to grind a heel into a foot and a knee into a groin.

‘They didn’t believe her.’ Nancy went on with her story. ‘Mo thought she was jealous; at best, Ned thought she was overthinking things. They’d all been drinking, flirting. Harry told them Alison had led him on and that it was a lapse in judgement, a weakness on his part (something predatory, of course, on hers). He apologised to Mo, and she forgave him, and Ned took Alison home.’

‘Why didn’t she go to the police?’

‘Ned would have made her see sense if it had crossed her mind.’

‘Threatened her?’

‘God, you’re naive.’ I felt slapped. ‘Harry would have dragged her name through the dirt. She would have lost her job, her friends, her parents probably. Ned knew what Harry was capable of. He’s always known. Why do you think he never made a move on Mo, all those years?’

She raised her glass to toast: ‘My father, the rapist.’

Not just her father. Not just that. It was my turn.

‘I think Dog was responsible for those girls who went missing in the nineties,’ I said. ‘Three backpackers. There was a girl murdered, and two—maybe three—other girls who took their own lives, though I don’t think they did.’

‘“Responsible?”’ It implied supervision and duty of care. Standing by instead of stepping in.

‘I think he killed them,’ I corrected myself, and she nodded. Better.

‘And why would you think that?’

I told Nancy about Chloe and Marta’s visits to Langomar. Kassie with a K and Slip Slop Slap. I told her about Rita and Tattoo, who’d disappeared long before breakfast the morning after a night that should have had them sleeping late and unlikely to pass up bacon, eggs, and coffee. I detailed the arguments that had clouded Langomar in the weeks before we’d left, the trouble Dog had been in. The police who’d come looking for him. I told her of the things Gabe had found on the beach and in the dunes, and I faltered then. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he’d said when I’d asked if he still had them. And other things: Let me help you. Come on, Winnie Luna. That was the last time that I’d seen him. It was the last time anyone had seen him.

‘I remember when they found that girl in her car,’ she said softly. ‘She was pretty, wasn’t she? Pretty, but not too pretty. Just pretty enough to stick around longer than her instinct told her to.’

I was surprised it was Chloe who’d caught Nancy’s memory. ‘The police thought it was suicide,’ I reminded her.

‘But you don’t.’

‘Not now,’ I said, but I might have then. Enough people had thought she was the type.

I’d thought often of Chloe burning in her little hatchback and hoped very much that she’d been dead already.

Nancy shook her head when I nudged Kassie with a K and Slip Slop Slap towards her, but she remembered the posters of Marta.

‘Another bottle?’ It felt more like a dare than a question.

‘What do you think?’ I called after her. Of my theory, I meant.

‘Honestly? I think you might be on to something,’ she called back. ‘But what do you want to do about it?’ She reappeared with a bottle at her hip. ‘Anything?’

‘Something?’ I suggested.

Nothing, we both knew.

‘My brother always left a mess,’ she said. ‘Did you ever know him to fix a thing? Build or create something?’

I remembered Dog building a snowman on the Green that was white outside Gran’s council house, with coal for its eyes and buttons, and a big brown potato for its nose, but I couldn’t defend him. Not now.

Nancy topped up our glasses and fell back into her chair. ‘You know he spent some time in jail?’

I didn’t.

‘Days.’ She flapped a hand as if swatting a fly. ‘It should have been years. He attacked a girl in a car park. Do you know there are grades of assault? Levels, like reading books at school.’ She knew I was a teacher. ‘My brother’s was downgraded. Harry always had friends in dirty corners. I suppose she took whatever she was offered and ran. Lucky girl, really, considering.’ Considering what we suspected Dog went on to do. ‘He told Harry it was a dare, and Harry hit the fucking roof.’ She chortled, sandpaper-rough against the subject. ‘I thought he might have run away himself eventually,’ she said.

It was an odd choice of words, I thought. Running away was a boy with a few things knotted in a handkerchief tied to the end of a stick.

‘They didn’t expect me to,’ she went on. ‘I was the golden child.’

It was what Dog had called her all those years ago, with more than a hint of envy.

There can be a bit of an edge between siblings, can’t there?

More than a bit, I thought.

‘Do you think he might still be alive?’ I asked her, and a wave of something terrible blew across her face.

‘Dog? Do you?’

‘I don’t know,’ I told her. ‘Some more backpackers have gone missing.’ It wasn’t enough but, other than a feeling, it was all I had.

‘Backpackers go missing all the time,’ she pointed out. ‘Anyway, we’d know if Dog was still alive. He was never any good at hiding. He couldn’t stay still long enough.’

(We: a hot-water bottle to the foot of the bed.)

‘When we were little—before we moved to Langomar—Harry used to paint us a lot. There was this chair he made us sit on in his studio. We just had to sit there, to begin with.’ She waved whatever came with that away. ‘But Dog could never sit still enough.’

I remembered the time Harry had made Gabe and me sit for him. Gabe hadn’t been able to sit still either.

‘When we got older, it was just me,’ Nancy went on. ‘Harry called me his muse. It was me who cleaned his brushes and stretched his canvases. Ned brought him models sometimes, but mostly it was me who stood however he told me to stand, for hours and hours. I wasn’t the first.’

‘Lenora?’

‘That’s what we’re calling her?’ A light laugh, with a touch of bitterness but no bite. She shook the question away. ‘If Alison hadn’t weighed into it, he’d never have let me go to school in Perth, though I made homeschooling as hard as I could.’ I wondered what it was that Alison had set on the scales. ‘Harry insisted I spend every holiday at Langomar. He’d come for me first thing on the Saturday morning after school broke up, and either he or Ned would drop me back late on the night before term started again. He couldn’t paint without me, he said. That’s the trouble with being a muse.’ She raised her glass in another wry toast.

‘So, you ran away.’

‘I ran away.’

‘And then you sent him Esther.’

She raised an eyebrow, pressed her tongue into a cheek: Not bad. And I felt the pride of a child who’d worked out something tricky, like a shoelace.

‘I gave her enough to bait a hook,’ Nancy said, and I wondered what she might have told Esther, and how much she must have left out.

‘She said I’d love it here,’ Esther had confided. What might she have offered in exchange for room and board? Had Nancy guessed how much Harry would take?

Of course she had. ‘I made her promise she’d never tell him that we’d met.’

‘You trusted her?’

‘I trusted she was smart enough to realise she’d be out on her arse if Harry thought he was being played.’

But Harry had been played. Nancy had hand-picked her successor, Harry had his muse, and Esther had never forgotten on which side her bread was buttered.

‘She was a follower.’ Nancy took a sip of wine, set her voice higher and softened her tongue. ‘I will if you will. I’ll go if you go. You go first.’ She laughed at her own impression, but it hadn’t sounded anything like Esther. ‘You know the type?’

That I didn’t made me wonder if I was the type.

‘She was a bit pathetic.’ Here was that streak of mean, though Nancy was quick to cover it. ‘She was okay. Her Italian was flawless. She knew her way around, knew people who got us into clubs. One good turn and all that.’

‘She kept her promise,’ I cut in, wanting Nancy to know it, in the wake of her impression and in the shadow of what, I realised now, Esther might have saved me from.

‘Of course she did.’ As if it were neither here nor there.

Elvis had begun to whine at the door, and we stood up together. Nancy let him outside and I stretched before I followed her through to the kitchen, running through everything she’d said, piecing the edges together like a smashed plate, looking for gaps that I might fill while I had the putty of her answers at my disposal.

‘Why did you tell Esther my mum was in Spain?’

‘That’s where I knew I’d end up. Keep your lies as close to the truth as you can, Win. That makes it easier to keep track of them.’

We leaned either side of the speckled granite island.

‘Were you worried Harry might come after you and find her?’

‘No. Harry’s a big fish in a small pond. His reach would never have stretched to Europe. We spent a month in Sicily with my extended family—Harry’s side—great-aunts and uncles, cousins.’ A bedtime story almost forgotten of a long-tabled lunch amid the olive groves. ‘No one knew him, even there. He was just Martino’s son, the artist who lived in Australia, and even that—’ She took a sip of wine, and a burst of laughter choked her. ‘His paintings weren’t quite what they were used to. Not exactly fields of trees and poppies, are they?’

It was like an arm around my shoulder.

‘Why didn’t you just stay in Europe?’

‘Spain didn’t work out,’ she said. ‘Turned out Franco wasn’t such a nice guy after all, and I hated England. Fog and rain and everyone living on top of each other, trying not to look you in the eye. No offence,’ she added, though it seemed she might have liked a little to be taken. ‘Your mum loved it.’

‘She didn’t like the cold.’ Leaning up against the radiator with her hands in her sleeves, the tip of her nose red as Rudolph’s. Jesus Christ, Lew! How the hell can you stand it?

‘No one likes the cold.’

‘What about Italy?’

She shrugged. ‘I’m Australian,’ she said, as if I wasn’t.

‘You’ve never bumped into someone who knew you?’

‘I’ve seen a couple of people over the years, but they’ve never noticed me—or they’ve not recognised me. I’ve had a lot of different looks.’ She framed her face with flat hands, like Madonna.

‘I recognised you,’ I reminded her, and she fairy clapped to concede the point.

Elvis tapped at the door and she let him in.

‘So where was my mum when you and Esther met in Regent’s Park?’

‘God, I think she and Lew were actually married by then.’

But they couldn’t have been. ‘They weren’t married till November.’

‘It was November.’

I worked it out on my fingers. ‘Esther was already pregnant.’ She’d been more than the au pair in Rome. ‘Luca? The dad?’ The history buff. There’d been a trace of it on Esther’s lips when she’d spoken of him, and I’d wondered then what else he might have been. ‘They were having an affair?’ Of course they’d been having an affair. Without a family of her own, here was even more reason for Esther to have sought out Nancy’s.

‘You thought Gabe was a Bruno because of his brows and lashes?’

‘So, he isn’t family?’

‘Isn’t he?’ Nancy sipped the last of her wine, weighing Gabe and me against each other perhaps, before she spoke again. ‘I’m sure he’d argue.’

He’d never get a chance, but she was right: he would have. The day we met, he’d told me he was true blue, as good as, and part of the family. He’d done his time—more time than I had. He’d faked it and he’d made it.

‘Secrets don’t have to scare you,’ Nancy said. ‘Just remember which stones you hide them under.’

‘And make sure no one turns them over?’

‘Make sure no one turns them over.’ Her laugh was light and airy, all the grit of earlier on coughed up, spat out or swallowed now, like phlegm. ‘Take what comes to you, Win. Who’s to say you or Gabe aren’t who you’re said to be?’

Wasn’t that obvious? I tapped the punchline on my empty glass (shave and a haircut: tink, tink).

‘Me?’ She seemed genuinely surprised, smiled as if I’d given her a compliment, and lay her palms open on the counter in a gesture of empty hands and pockets. Do I look like I need anything from Harry or Mo? She didn’t. Only things they were years beyond giving. ‘Trust me,’ she said, and I did trust her. For the strength she’d shown, and the game she’d played, and the steps she’d taken to protect herself. ‘There is not one thing in the world that ties me to a Bruno. Not one piece of paper. Not one mutual acquaintance, and no one knows I’m here.’

‘Except for me.’

‘Except for you.’

‘Leave all that other stuff,’ she said, ‘all those theories you’ve got about Dog. There’s no good coming from any of that, but you’ll stand to lose a lot. You know that?’

I did.

‘What’s done is done,’ no matter who did it, ‘and these recent ones,’ Marcus and Kat and the woman with the kombi, ‘they aren’t connected. Dog’s dead and gone. There are plenty of other lunatics out there.’

The sun was setting streaky pink and orange like a cocktail. The trunks of trees had merged into darkness around the house. I didn’t know where to put the empty bottles. All the undercounter cabinets looked the same. I couldn’t find the one that hid the bin.

‘I’ll take them out to the recycling.’ She patted the counter and nudged her cap aside—teal green, some brand of fishing rod or reel I didn’t know, and yet it was familiar.

‘You said there was a photo,’ I remembered. ‘The last time I was here, you said my mother had written when I was born and sent a photo. Did you find it?’ As if she’d looked. ‘Did you keep it?’ Not one piece of paper, she’d said, but she nodded, smiled like I imagined an older sister might, and slipped upstairs, waving for me to wait.

I looked for kangaroos out of the kitchen window, and it was her reflection I watched return a minute later. It had not been hard to find, still in its envelope with a trim of red and navy, the queen in her corner and the faded grey of an address in Spain.

‘I’m going to see to the dogs,’ Nancy said. She tapped the letter on the counter. ‘Take your time. Open another bottle.’ She nodded towards dozens in the rack blunting a corner. ‘We’ll make some dinner after. Bring your bag in.’ She didn’t ask if I’d brought one with me.

There was something between us now, and I glimpsed how it might be: the visits on weekends and holidays. As long as I kept her apart from Nanny and Ned, I could have her, too.

‘Do you want some help?’

If she heard, she chose to ignore me. She didn’t need my help. It was plain as toast she didn’t need anyone. She threw her own Land Rover around corners, chopped her own wood, fed the bits she wouldn’t burn through the chipper. She cleared her own gutters, killed her own spiders, and kept her stones the right way up. She toed the sausage dog ahead of her and slammed the heavy door behind them. I could hear Elvis barking away ahead of them already.

I did not know my mother’s handwriting. Did not remember it from birthday cards or shopping lists or notes tacked on the fridge. It was squat and firm, vowels fat, the handles of the b’s and d’s bent in towards their rounds. Five lines, a date, a signature, four kisses and a photograph. My parents, side by side on a couch I had forgotten. Taken on a timer, the camera tilted on the coffee table, there was too much of the wall behind them, and they started at their knees, but I knew their feet—the tiny heels on her fluffy slippers, the tartan of his. My mother was smiling, wildly and with best-dessert pleasure, Lew pressed up close beside her; and between them, on their collective lap, wrapped in their arms and soft-patterned bunny rugs and love: two babies.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

‘Where is Four?’

It is Harrogate, 1988, and I am two years old. I have pulled myself up by the straight edge of a fitted sheet, with hands as doughy as dumplings, fingernails as soft as apple peel.

The woman I know as my mother is crying, curled under a blanket like a comma. Lew peels back the covers and lifts me into bed beside her—presses me into the cave of her like a hot-water bottle—and arranges her arm around me so we are as close as we can be. I can feel the shaking warmth of her breath in my hair.

‘I can’t,’ she tells him.

‘You have to,’ he says.

Was there a funeral? I don’t remember, yet deeper down I think I do. There were candles on a cake and my brother was there and then he wasn’t. We were two and then we were still two, but it was not the same.

‘Can you see him?’ she would ask me. ‘Can you see my angel?’

‘Yes, Mummy.’

Sitting in a beanbag with pips that fell out of a little hole he liked to poke with his finger; spread out beside the fire even when it was not on, t-shirt ridden up and bare tummy rubbing on a rug which kept the crumbs of chocolate biscuits; playing with the wooden trains he loved, and Floppy Ted, who made a mountain for them, and who tumbled through the washing machine when too much custard made him sick. I saw him sitting at the kitchen table, waiting for someone to pour his cereal and milk, short blue spoon in his tight little fist, though he was never one to bang it in frustration. I felt him, warm beneath the covers on wintery nights.

It was days, maybe weeks, before my mother got out of bed. A crab without its shell for months, maybe for years, but she came back to us. I can’t became I must. The ghost of a child lost kept her going.

Everything is alright. ‘Is my baby still here?’

‘Yes, Mummy.’

I’d thought we could all see him.

[image: Image]

I slipped the photograph into my pocket and the letter back into its envelope, weighting flapping memories down with other wonderings.

Nancy was gone for a while. I wasn’t sure what seeing to the dogs might mean. Feeding them, stroking them, calming and comforting them? They hadn’t barked for long. Perhaps she’d set them out into the night for a run.

I wondered which wine to open, chose one for the gold stars on its label and poured generously.

I wondered what Nancy planned to make for dinner. There was nothing in the fridge but fat-free yogurt, eggs, and white wine. A bag of ice and a stack of single-serve meals in the freezer: shepherd’s pies and slow-cooked lamb. I wondered at those. I’d seen the vitamins by the kettle, the running shoes by the door, the way her hands had settled on her hips when she’d talked about not having children. I might have expected Weight Watchers or Lean Cuisine, but the home branding surprised me.

There was a light on upstairs, yellowing the top steps like a buttercup held under a chin, and I wondered what was up there.

The staircase did not squeak and groan the way Gran’s had, but the stone held a thick cold that I felt even through my socks. The top step cut into a long room I knew immediately was a studio by its smell. Windows filled either end, stars and sky and green-black tree tops. Early moonlight illuminated patches of a vaulted ceiling, and the lamplight buttering the stairs lit a desktop—an open sketchbook, studies of a hand, and notes in pencil—with an open drawer recently rifled for my mother’s letter and awaiting its return. There were other letters and papers inside, and a photo in a frame which I slid out. Nancy and the vintner, posing in a vineyard. Rows full and green behind them. His arm hooked tight around her waist, her own limp against the handle of his wheelchair. A much older man, he was half her size, but with money about him—the cut of his hair, the logo on his shirt, the tan, the teeth, the sunglasses. Laces on his shoes instead of velcro.

Cuckoo.

Nancy’s studio was not unlike Harry’s had been. A wide bench and shelves crowded the opposite wall, tubes of paint and jars of brushes; the tripod legs of an easel, and the ribs of a canvas turned towards the furthest window, to catch the light that would filter in when the sun rose in the morning.

The near wall was a patchwork of creative process, and I sipped my wine as I made my way along it. Scraps of fabric, feathers and flowers, notes and quotes, sketches finely lined and carefully shaded—the webbing stretched between a turtle’s toes, the largely black eye of what might have been a possum, the curls of clawed feet, and the beds of whiskers—I leaned in close to read the annotations. Stickier than expected, she had written. Worn with file. Splinters. A bat in pen and ink, its ears rice-paper-thin with a trickle of veins, its wings pinned in a stretch. Did she take her sketchbook into the bush or bring things back and worry the details at a table? Working from a photograph was never the same, Nanny had always said of sketches made in studios, without the everything-around outside and in-the-midst: the hum of bees, the swish of leaves, the pepper of insects falling on the page.

There were watercolours of birds’ wings: a kookaburra’s with its flash of blue, the black shine of a crow’s, and a galah’s. Thick raspberry on its inside edge, smoky in the middle and almost white at its tip, it could have been the wing I’d found on my pillow on Marta’s last night at Langomar. I’d never breathed a word of it, because after Old Ben I’d suspected Gabe, who talked a good game when grown-ups were listening. Either way, it would have looked like I’d done it myself. Who else could it have been? I was reminded of a pelican, broken neck slung over its shoulder like a scarf; so it hadn’t been Harry’s studio in the doctor’s house then, I supposed.

A toxic-green post-it note caught my eye—vulgarity, sacrilege, impiousness, and disgust—curling beside a clutch of photographs. A young man lying on a towel on a beach, one arm straight up in the air, where a splayed book hovered like a seagull. On a cloudier day, in a windswept car park, the same man, a wetsuit drawn down and a towel around his waist. In a group, hands in his pockets and a baseball cap I knew I’d seen before pulled low. Frowning at the camera, understanding something was being taken from him. A look repeated as he’d been caught in bars and on street corners, snuck up on, the blur of stalking prey. But there were close-ups too. More photographs, black and white this time, running towards the window. The same man. Curl of lip and eyelash. Soft creases and dark folds. Tight curls and the pebbles of chilled skin. Too close to have been taken without understanding, too private; he would have felt her breath, if nothing else.

So, she had come to know him better: Marcus. On the beach and in the car park, pulling into traffic, checking his phone. Marcus: flesh and tooth and hair. Marcus: mottled, naked and facedown on rough concrete, clothes piled beside him, wrists cable-tied behind his back, a rope around his neck.

Could I have pretended I hadn’t put it all together if I hadn’t startled when Nancy flicked on the light? Might she have believed it was all still in pieces if I hadn’t spun around with my mouth open and shock staining my face?

She was propped against the desk, half-sitting but tall enough for one foot to be planted on the floor. She’d kept her boots on, I noticed, yet I hadn’t heard her coming up the stairs.

You should see upstairs, she’d said (the things pushed out of sight and into corners), but she’d never meant me to. ‘So?’ There was something of a beginning to it, and nothing like shame. Caught red-handed, the unease was all mine.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I was just …’

She knew what I was just doing—just being—sucked a spitty breath and shrugged as if to say it made no difference now. What’s done is done.

I took a step towards her, favouring the sketches to avoid the photographs, hoping I might still pretend I hadn’t seen them.

‘“All works, no matter what or by whom painted, are nothing but bagatelles and childish trifles, unless they are made and painted from life,”’ she said. ‘Caravaggio.’

‘I love the wings.’

‘Do you now?’

The sausage dog sent one or two barks up the stairs.

Nancy swung her arm to show the knife in her hand, its black wooden handle, and the triangle of its blade thinned from frequent sharpening. I’d watched her chop fennel and salami and knew it to be quick and clever in her care.

‘The first thing I ever really drew was a bird,’ she said. ‘It was riddled with ants and—’ It was only a slight move I’d made, but she stopped abruptly. ‘It was broken when I found it,’ she assured me, as if something in my shifting stance suggested I was wondering (which of course I would now that she’d said it).

It was like that when I found it. What I used to tell Nanny and Alison, and Esther before that, Gran too, and my mother. The cheese not properly wrapped, the chipped cup, the empty milk carton. The lie we tell more than any other: It was not me.

‘I made a sketch,’ Nancy continued, ‘and then I broke it a little bit more. “Looks like you’ve found your niche,” Harry said.’

‘And Mo?’

Eyebrow raised and tongue in cheek, it was a look I knew now. ‘Mo called me a little monster.’ She laughed, but it was a thin skin on something thick as treacle. It had mattered. It had hurt, and it had nurtured something. Nancy shrugged, as if that was enough. She’d taken up a hobby. Who hadn’t?

‘There’s quite a market.’ She nodded towards a print in a frame on a shelf. Some small rodent pinned open. The whip of its tail cut off and laid crosswise above the tip of its nose. What sort of people sought the mood such art would bring into their space?

How was I going to get past her and away?

‘Harry set me up in his studio with an easel of my own and a box to stand on.’ That bark of a laugh, and I remembered how I’d felt at the attention Gabe had rolled in with his sketches.

‘Was Dog jealous?’

‘What do you think?’ She went on: ‘Mo never got it. For her, things were always black and white—what you see is what you draw—but Harry understood where I was coming from.’ Where it all might be taking her. ‘When you cut something away, something else will grow in to replace it.’

‘Like when a gecko grows another tail?’

‘Not like that. You’re as literal as Mo.’

Another slap, in its effect, and the sting of it surprised me.

‘Something else grows in. Something harder, cleaner, something you can’t see. Think about how your focus sharpens when you’re told to catch a ball with one hand behind your back.’ It came too readily. She’d used the example before to explain it—to excuse it.

‘Eating with your eyes closed?’ I offered and was rewarded with a smile.

‘Try taking the shell from a hermit crab,’ she said. ‘A fish out of water—’

‘—will die,’ I interrupted.

‘Eventually,’ she said, ‘but not right away,’ and I saw a starfish withering on the trunk of a tree, a galah missing a wing. I wondered what she’d tried to take from Ronnie Possum.

‘What did you take from Marcus?’ There was no point pretending I hadn’t seen.

‘To begin with? His girlfriend.’ Nancy’s eyes did not leave my face.

‘The police said they disappeared in Northbridge.’

‘They did.’ It was all she gave me.

‘Was he the project in the pipeline?’ I asked. ‘When I came before, you said you were winding down the kennels.’

She smiled, flattered, as if I’d remembered her birthday.

Some of them just need a little help keeping a lid on things, Alison had said.

Had the lid lifted when Alison died? How long had it taken for her to curl her fingers around the lip of it, climb out and get started?

‘What did you do with her? With Kat?’ I kept my voice steady, even managed a slight sip of wine, as if I didn’t care—as if it didn’t matter—as if I were a guest in a gallery.

‘Bzz bzz!’

That looping helicopter finger, and in my mind I saw the woodchipper down by the kennels, Elvis nosing through the mulch piled beside it. For a moment, Nancy was distracted by the movement of her own hand, and I recognised the inattentiveness of a child in class. Something shiny in the distance—a dog on the oval, a crow after a chip packet—and easily distracted, I would write, year after year.

‘Women cry too much,’ she said, as if she wasn’t one of us.

‘Men can withstand a little more discomfort.’ The word was too round in her mouth, like an egg she was trying not to break.

‘What happened to Marta?’

She mimicked a game show host: ‘For sixty-thousand dollars! Let’s just say she won’t be turning up.’

‘Chloe?’

‘Don’t worry. She was dead before I lit the match.’

How had she known it had worried me?

Nancy drew a forefinger across her own throat, then folded it into a fist to pull an invisible noose, rolling her eyes. ‘The little one was light as a feather.’ Kassie with a K.

I didn’t ask about the Russian dancers.

‘What about the girl you told me Dog attacked in the car park?’

‘Attempted rape,’ she said, ‘and that was him. He liked a dare—needed a push—but he’d rarely finish what he started.’

‘Were you trying to set him up?’

‘Trying?’ Her head tilted one way, then the other. ‘Keep up, Winter.’ Every bit as testy as Sister Rachel. Tuck your shirt in. Wipe your nose.

‘What did he do to you?’

‘You want to know that he deserved it. Would that excuse me?’

Would it?

She didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘He didn’t do anything.’ She said it quietly. ‘He never did anything. My mother never did anything. Never saw anything. Never felt anything.’

And there was the pip in the bottom of the glass.

It was Mo who Nancy had set out to hurt. Mo who should have done something. A dark little girl, she was, Nanny had said. A little monster, but they were only little feet behind the chair Harry had made her sit on—to start with. What’s done is done, I’d heard Nanny cry out in the night, but she’d done nothing when she should have done much more, and Nancy had come undone while Nanny had loved Dog more and better, held him close, and to hurt her back Nancy had torn him apart.

‘How do you think he died, Winter?’

I did not answer.

‘Do you think he drowned in a marina? Too drunk to climb onto the dock?’

I’d never doubted it more. Pictured him now facedown in a wide dry land of grass trees and termite mounds, with dirt in his mouth and ants crawling through him like a big broken bird.

‘Did Alison know?’ I cast a look around the room, spooning it all into the mix. She’s not the type to hurt herself. She’d known that at least.

‘I made sure she didn’t.’

‘Does your boyfriend?’

She looked confused, then that barking laugh. ‘Carver?’ Was that the Scotsman’s name? ‘He’s not my friend,’ she said, with emphasis implying he was someone else’s.

The knife began to tap against her leg. Tick tock.

‘Can I look?’ I nodded towards the canvas set upon its easel and facing the window at the far end of the room. She tracked the length of it. There was no way out other than the stairs she was already guarding. The sausage dog still barking intermittently at the bottom, unwilling or unable to climb them.

A shrug. Why not?

I stayed close to the benchtop that ran along the far side of the room, and I did little more than glance away from her to watch my step. She might have lunged at me, but she didn’t. She seemed almost to relax, straightened both legs and crossed them at the ankles, but the hand that fiddled had risen to her mouth, fingernails tapping at her teeth, and I recognised the nerves of anticipation, of waiting your turn to be seen and heard and judged.

The canvas was not as big as Harry’s canvases had been, but on its easel it was taller than me. Once behind it, Nancy would have seen the length of my jeans, my socks, my stance, but not my face, and I was glad of that.

I had expected something of Harry’s style—colour and confrontation and crash-boom-bang, paint scraped and flung and smeared—but Nancy’s work was careful and precise. Dark as Rembrandt, brutal as Gentileschi.

Marcus, from the waist up, arms spread, great wings grafted to his shoulders. The sinews of his neck and chest betrayed their weight, stitches careful and tight but straining. His thumbs were missing. There was fear and loathing in his eyes, but it was as beautiful as it was terrible, and it was brilliant. Every freckle, every hair and blemish, the spittle strung between his back teeth, the blushed arcs of his fingernails, every feather, crafted from needle-fine brushstrokes; and along the tip of one wing, flawless in its calligraphy: My illustrious lordship, I will show you what a woman can do. Nancy’s talent far surpassed that of either of her parents. And Nanny had thought she might go into nursing.

If it wasn’t finished, it was close enough.

‘What do you feel?’ she called, in a tone as offhand as if she were asking, Tea or coffee? Red or white? But it mattered. Gritty underfoot, it mattered.

‘Anger?’ Hers, I hoped she understood.

A snort said that was too obvious, that I should try again. ‘Is it unsettling?’ she pressed. ‘Does it make you feel afraid?’

Of you, I wanted to say but didn’t. I only shook my head, although she could not see it. Erased that answer, overwrote it with another: ‘Empowered,’ I lied.

I stood there for some time, trying to manage the beat of my heart. What now? What now? What now? I held my wineglass in both hands to calm their shake, and I would not allow my legs to tremble while I knew they were all that she could see of me, but I knew that she was waiting, and I knew she was wide open, just like Gabe had been that rainy afternoon he’d shown Harry his work. Oliver Twist with a battered sketchbook of a bowl: Please, sir, can I have some praise? All artists crave the thing they fear: an audience. Are they good enough? Have they done what they set out to do? Are we feeling what all the blood, sweat, and tears was intending to draw out of us?

‘It’s incredible,’ I gave her. ‘You’re extremely talented.’ I counted to ten—in through the nose, out through the mouth—steadied my mind, my tone, my hands. All teachers know how to make a ‘shit sandwich’. Done well it encourages a harder try next time, but if the balance is out, it can badly damage self-esteem.

‘But?’

No buts, she expected me to say, but I did not. I stepped back and to the side, so she could see me and so I could see her, though I kept my focus on the painting, waved my wine the way Harry might have called for a top-up or dessert. ‘It’s raw,’ I began, ‘but it’s all out there, isn’t it?’

‘Meaning?’

She knew what I meant—that there was nothing left to find; she was only daring me to put it into words she could refute. ‘Never mind,’ I said, trusting her easily-distracted would not cope with that, and I heard the shuffle of her rearrangement as I stepped back behind the canvas. She could not see the set of my mouth or shoulders or anything my hands might have been doing, and I felt her impatience while I rummaged frantically through memories I might use. Something seen? Something heard? Something read?

‘There’s no pulse,’ I said. Beat of heart. Beat of heart.

A ragged laugh. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’ But something nibbled at its edges.

‘Although …’ I made as if to begin.

‘Although?’

Although. That was the bait that hooked her. I heard the shift of her boots, the creak of weight lifting from the desk, and as she could see my feet beneath the splayed legs of the easel, so I saw hers, and I was readier than she expected when she stepped around the canvas. Glass in hand, I punched up and through just like Ned had taught me, and long-stemmed crystal ground like a pestle into the mortar of her chin. I followed with a shove so hard it sent us both onto the ground, but she was bleeding more, and I was up and away from her and sliding down the stairs.

There was only the wine bottle and Marcus’s cap left on the kitchen bench. My car keys and my phone were gone. The main road was a marathon away on rough ground, but I was a runner now, and I had a head start.

Upstairs, Nancy was putting herself back together, easing glass from her face and fingers, scrambling for the knife, gathering her thoughts like popcorn spilled in fright and growing angrier and strong.

The door didn’t need a key. One sliding bolt, a heavy latch turned twice, a handle pressed, and I pushed the sausage dog ahead of me into the night.

Nancy was not far behind, but I did not see her stumbling down the stairs, blood sticky on her chest, soaking the sleeve of her shirt, which she’d torn and tied beneath her chin, her grip tighter now on the butcher’s knife, thumb—slippery and brown—sliding on the latch and a boot kicking the door in her haste to get it open and come after me. But even as she’d said flight was the only way, I’d held it in an open palm and hefted it against what I knew of running, of hiding, and of seeking. Most of us freeze, she’d said. If she’d considered her own choices, she might have realised that the ones who get away (and get away with things) don’t always run.

A little girl behind a chair.

A woman sleeping in a car snuck in a back way.

Another crouching, breath held, behind an island bench.

Beat of heart. Beat of heart, I rose and ran towards her, socks silent on the polished concrete floor, and a bottle with three gold stars raised high, and swung hard.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

The kennels were quiet. The sausage dog lingered beside me, but Elvis had not come back. Knowing how voices carry in the night, I did not call his name. There would be other houses hidden among the trees; people taking in the stars who might be asked to cast a memory back to here and now. Hearing nothing does not mean that there was nothing to be heard, but something heard must be pulled out and played like Jenga.

My sneakers lay in long grass at the gravel’s edge where three blue bars flickered on the phone I’d found hidden in a top drawer with my car keys and the cutlery.

‘Ned?’

Who else might I have called?

‘Are you okay?’

‘Not really. Something’s happened,’ I told him, and there was a pause between us. A just-a-moment, a hold-on-a-second, a settling of something.

‘Mind your words.’ He needn’t have said it. I did not say, I just killed Nancy. She was alive after all, but now she isn’t. I did not tell him she’d killed Marcus and Kat, Marta and Chloe and Kassie with a K, Slip Slop Slap; others, I was sure, and almost certainly Dog. I did not even use the word ‘backpacker’, but somehow I managed to tell him what had happened, and he did not say, Jesus Christ! or, What the fuck? or, That’s a fine mess you’ve got yourself into. He just listened, all business, and I saw the side of him that Harry had always known and needed, with his fingers in all those pies, a daughter dancing along the edge of trouble, and a son who seemed to be so regularly in it. It was the side of Ned I’d trusted would pick up the phone.

‘You’re going to need to clean up after yourself,’ he said. ‘Make a job of it. Switches. Handles.’

I knew that.

‘Is there a fireplace?’ He didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘If you can’t burn it, you take it with you.’

Bosley, the cleaner up of shit. ‘Call me back when you’re done.’

I lit a fire in the pot-belly stove, the way Gran had taught me, with a tepee of kindling I gathered from the edge of the bush and an Indian takeaway menu I balled beneath it, remembering the dark of early mornings in the bricks-and-mortar cold of her front room, the speckled burns on the hearth rug, tools hanging from a frame: poker, brush, and shovel, and a fork for toasting crumpets.

There was not one piece of paper that tied her to a Bruno, she had said. Still, I emptied the drawer upstairs. The photograph of her with the vintner, which I broke from its frame. I found the card from Alison’s funeral, and other cards I didn’t bother sorting through—Merry Christmas and Congratulations. An invitation to the opening of a gallery. I burned them all. It did not take me long to search the rest of the house. Every inside, underneath and in between. What I was looking for was anything too true, some stray memory or subtext, anything with tail enough to tie a knot.

Nancy’s bowels had emptied, and the kitchen smelled of shit. Squatting, legs wide to avoid the blood that had spread, I cut the Montis pearl from around her neck with kitchen scissors. A clot of hair had caught in her mouth, and I couldn’t help but hook it out with careful fingers.

Her phone was in her back pocket and unlocked with a limp thumb. She had no social media. There were no notes or calendar entries, only an alarm set for 6 am and another for 2 pm on Sunday, Block Sudoku, and an app that logged her runs. Alison’s number was in her contacts between Aisha and Andy Mechanic, but I knew it was no longer in service. Like Ned, Nancy had been a clearer of messages, if she got any at all, but a keeper of photographs.

There were dozens either side of every shot she’d printed of Marcus, and there was Kat in the car park, two takeaway cups of coffee in her hands. Kat on the beach, straddling a towel on her hands and knees.

We need to go.

Not yet.

There was something about the black pot-belly, a memory within the flames and curling papers, and I sat back on my knees and let it come.

First Lew, kitchen window-lit, then Nanny, her own face licked golden by the fire she tended with pages from her sketchbooks.

But she’d kept one.

And Lew, trailing between house and garden with every letter, every diary, every photograph, set on burning every bit of proof that his wife was someone other than whom he was about to claim she’d been.

Go on, inside now, he’d told me. It’s for the best. But alone then, standing in a mist of rain beside the fiery maw of that rusted drum, he must have put a little something in his pocket. How could he not? Just a little something to slide beneath his pillow or to press between the pages of a book he trusted no one else would open. It would have been too hard for him to watch it all go up in flames.

Just as hard for Nancy, under cover of darkness on a hot December night, with sandgropers and cicadas humming in the surrounding bush and torchlight playing over an Aladdin’s cave of childhood memories. Wouldn’t Rocket have taken just a little something for herself before she lit the match?

Just boxes, Gabe had said. Just papers and photos and some of Harry’s old stuff. Nancy was right, Harry’s paintings had never been of fields of trees and poppies, but very early days, he’d once told a journalist, he’d drawn what he liked—what he saw: surf, beach, sky—and he’d painted where he was. The painting that hung above the bed in Nancy’s guestroom, with its wash of pink and yellow, and the sandy path that spilled between dunes, had reminded me so much of Langomar because it was.

A memory worth keeping.

In its corner was a square and a scribble I had not recognised, so far was it from the spike and whorl that would evolve as Harry’s signature. Taped behind the canvas was an envelope, soft as suede, keeping the secret of six photographs.

Mo, feet up on a chair, book in her lap and sunglasses on top of her head.

Mo and Nancy on their knees beside a biscuity sandcastle.

Mo in a short dress with a fringe for a hem, winged eyeliner, and long white boots.

Mo running through shallow surf in a blur of splash and spray.

Mo with a little Nancy on her knee, sharing an ice cream and laughing fit to burst.

And at the back—looked at last and longest—lunch around the table that I knew. Dog and Nancy side by side and smiling. Harry, Mo, and Ned, and a man who looked so much like Harry he must have been his cousin. Laden plates and a chair drawn out, waiting for the photographer. The good glasses, crayfish shells, and coloured paper hats.

I wiped the line that gave away the shape of something taken from the wall, wrapped Harry’s painting in a towel I took from the ensuite, and packed it into the boot of the car with all three wine bottles: two pulled from a crate beside the outside bin, plus the sticky one I double-bagged like vomit. The tea towel that I’d trailed around the house was the last thing I threw into the stove.

It was a cold night, and I pushed my hands into the pockets of Alison’s jacket, overlapping it in front like a dressing-gown, phone pressed to my ear by a shoulder.

‘All done?’

‘Yes.’

‘You sure?’

I considered it before I told Ned that I was. Every switch. Every handle.

‘I’m going to give you an address,’ he said. ‘Don’t write it down. Keep it up top, and smarten yourself up a bit, yeah? Stick a smile on.’

‘What about …?’ The body with its face glassed brown, the mess of what was left.

‘We’ll give it a couple of days,’ he said. ‘Someone’ll make a call. Don’t worry about that.’ Don’t ask again.

Who would make this call, I wondered, and what would they say? Would they set fire to the house? I hoped they wouldn’t. If they did, no one would know what she had done, would not see what I had seen, and I would be left with the shame of Should have told.

‘If there are animals in the house, make sure you put them outside,’ (I tried not to wonder why) ‘and make sure they’ve water enough. Food for a few days.’ (Already more than a couple.)

‘What about the dogs?’ I said. ‘Someone might come to pick one up or drop more off.’

There was a moment’s silence then. ‘Is there a book?’ Ned asked. A diary, he meant. ‘Is there an office?’

‘Not in the house.’

‘Try and find one.’

A spotlight flicked on, and the barking started up as I drew close to the kennels, though in sneakers I had not made a sound. Beyond the entrance was a dark run, wooden-beamed and cobweb-cornered, with gated pens on either side. The concrete floor was littered with sandy stones and straw and seed and cable ties, and Elvis sat at the furthest end, shouting in bursts now and wagging his tail beside a foil tray pressed flat and licked clean, but which might have been a shepherd’s pie or a slow-cooked lamb.

Inside the kennels there was a tinny quality to the barking, and it came from a height, so I knew it was recorded even before I saw a speaker. Besides Elvis, there were no other dogs.

We need to go.

As quietly as I’d come, I jogged back to the car, and I drove away.

‘What’s up?’ Ned picked up before it rang a second time.

‘It can’t wait,’ I told him. A day or two or a few. ‘It was something she said,’ and I remembered it as best I could: ‘All works are bagatelles and childish trifles, unless they are painted from life.’

I could hear Ned breathing, but he was waiting for more, and I did not mind my words.

‘She kept him alive, Ned. In the kennels. Marcus is still there.’




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Perth, 10 August 2018

‘Go on in,’ Marlena tells me, then slips into hushed tones with the receptionist.

The room smells of eucalyptus, a thin stream of white mist piping from a wooden bulb on a side table. I wonder if she’s run out of scented candles and remember too late that I should have brought a gift, given that this is our tenth and final session.

It is warm in Marlena’s office. Exceptionally cold on the street, where there is smoke in the air, and ash on an easterly wind. Spot fires in the hills have been started deliberately, I heard on the radio this morning, and through Marlena’s windows I see nicotine-brown smudges on the horizon.

‘Sorry about that,’ she says, closing the door behind her, but that is all.

‘So,’ she begins. ‘Everything straightened out?’

She is referring to my ‘family issue’, the reason I deferred last week’s session and why it’s been a fortnight since I’ve seen her.

I am prepared. Ned has prepared me. We have practised this. ‘I had a job offer,’ I tell her. (Not a family thing then, she is thinking.) A bit of a tree change, I am supposed to say but forget to. ‘Down south.’ I remember that bit. It gives me a reason to have been there if anyone asks. If anyone saw me on the road or in the bottle shop. If anyone puts two and two together. But try not to mention Margaret River, Ned has cautioned. ‘Near Dunsborough,’ I tell Marlena. ‘A friend of a friend has a brewery and they’re looking for staff, so I went down to check it out. Stayed a few days. Worked a few shifts.’

‘Waitressing?’

‘Waitressing, serving behind the bar, a bit of kitchen work.’ It is true. I stayed with a friend of Ned’s, whose address Alison’s GPS had recognised, and who showed me how to clear its memory (tutting all the while).

I don’t think Carver had ever been Nancy’s boyfriend, just someone who watched over her, like the dream in the song, though I am not sure who wished for him. Ned says he’s known him a long time, passed him on to Alison years before, when she’d needed something seen to off the record; he didn’t know they’d kept in touch. She’d done odd jobs here and there, Carver said. Dropped things off and picked things up, but he’d said no more than that.

I don’t know if they’d been Carver’s shoes by Nancy’s back door. ‘Don’t tell me,’ had been his greeting, when he’d pulled me into a hug I’d found uncomfortable. ‘The less I know, the better.’ And: ‘We’re old family friends,’ as he’d led me to a table, where we’d shared a tasting plate and paddles of beer. ‘It’ll be sorted,’ he told me, and there was something behind that, weightier than a promise.

‘Jack of all trades?’ Marlena teases, and I think he is, but she means me and so I laugh. ‘Is a change of scenery on the cards then?’

I pull a face that says I haven’t quite decided, twist it into one that says probably not, and we laugh together.

Her voice steadies. ‘Were you down there when they found that poor backpacker?’

The media are calling it ‘the Body Farm’, though the police have yet to find a body. What Marcus has told them has been enough for dogs and shovels, plastic sheets and people in paper suits. ‘That was further south, I think. Past Margaret River.’

‘Such a horrible story,’ she says, and it is—as horrible as it is thrilling.

It has been all over the news, through every paper, and reported overseas. The state that Marcus was found in, that he was kept for more than four months, chained and naked. The face we knew—cleft chin and eyes of the lightest blue—replaced by another, pale and haunted and damaged beyond repair.

Every news outlet’s headline features Netta Van der Merwe. Janet, or Jan or Netta—what’s in a name? They are calling her the Praying Mantis. The articles show the picture from her driver’s licence. Her hair buzzed short and bleached—a different look—as if she’d considered the possibility of its being passed around.

Have you seen her?

Do you know her?

Is she yours?

No. No. No. (Every way the same.)

The world knows that she was married to a vintner, that she took Marcus’s tongue out. Was she a nurse? editorials ponder, as Nanny herself had wondered if that might have been her path. We know there will be no finding Kat. But there is much we have not been told. We’re still piecing things together, they tell us, but we know two sets of neighbours heard the gunshot and called police. Suicide. There has been no questioning it. Aimed up and through, the bullet wouldn’t have left much to examine, and Marcus would have told them what she’d done, even if he couldn’t tell them who she was. Could he have told them anything at all? A pen and paper or a keyboard. What might he have typed?

I worry that her neighbours may have heard other things. I worry Marcus might have heard the Barina, or the wind-in-trees of a conversation. I have considered that Nancy might have seen me through the windows of her studio from the kennels, and what Marcus might have heard her mutter, if she did. There has been no mention of the painting, and I wonder about that most of all. Late at night, Ned and I have wondered together.

There is no yellow pad on Marlena’s knee today, and I feel safer without it. Less likely to turn an ankle in a hole I have not seen amid green grass. This is our last session, and there is something I want. Something I need to know.

‘My aunt knew her,’ I say—needlessly I know, but I want to talk about Nancy. I want to hear what Marlena has to say.

‘Alison?’ Marlena dangles the name, like a glove on its own or a pair of knickers found somewhere they ought not to have been.

‘It was a really long time ago,’ I say. ‘She did outreach work and—’ (I miss a beat before I say her name) ‘—Netta Van der Merwe was a recovering addict—drugs or alcohol, I’m not sure which—but she was …’ I edge around a word for Nancy. Not a client, and of course I cannot say niece. ‘She kept in touch with some of the women she met through the church,’ I say instead. It makes Alison sound God-fearing and do-goody, a boxy handbag on her knee, a pillbox hat, and a recipe for scones.

Marlena doesn’t worry whether I’ve told the police or whether I should. It was a really long time ago, sweeps it beneath what’s done is done. ‘How do you know?’ she asks.

Keep your lies as close to the truth as you can, Win.

‘I remembered her name.’

‘Did your aunt ever talk about her?’

I think she did. Temptation wasn’t always drugs and alcohol, she’d said. Some of them just need a little help keeping a lid on things. But I tell Marlena no.

‘Well, I think her troubles ran much deeper than addiction.’

I shrug, but it is forced and fake and Marlena sees right through what I am fogging as lack of interest.

‘Does it trouble you? That she knew your aunt?’

‘A bit,’ I say, but it is not what troubles me most. ‘How would it have started, do you think?’ I ask. ‘Is it enough that she was brought up badly?’

‘Badly?’

She picks the word up and holds it to the light. Where does it fit? The picture on the box is of Lucy-Lyn James, her mother, her house, her new pyjamas and the bits between her toes. At a stretch: Gran’s piss bucket and Lew’s leaving. ‘Nature versus nurture?’ She shrugs. ‘Who knows? But it’s a choice, what we do with what we are given. What we don’t do.’

‘Resisting an urge?’ To take and break and hide the pieces.

‘To a certain extent,’ she says, ‘but also knowing to accept help when it’s offered—counselling, medication—for this woman to have made it into her fifties before tipping over the edge, perhaps part of that was your aunt’s influence. You never know.’ She smiles.

You never do.

‘Can nature be nurtured out?’

A smile tickles her lips. ‘Well, that would make a lively dinner party discussion.’

It did. A long time ago. Green chicken curry and panang beef at a local Thai restaurant. ‘You can’t nurture nature out,’ Nanny had said. We were talking about cats, about taming an instinct a million years of evolution in the making. ‘There’s not a cat in the world that wouldn’t take a mouse if it got a chance.’ I knew it wasn’t mice she was worried about but the baby birds and bobtails, quolls, quokkas, and quendas.

‘My cats wouldn’t hurt a fly,’ Bonnie had insisted.

‘Well then, your cats are anomalies of nature,’ Nanny had said, which hinted that she thought Bonnie was lying.

‘Bonnie’s cats are inside cats,’ Alison had explained. ‘They have a run the length of the house.’

Nanny thought this was cruel.

‘Make up your mind!’ Alison had said, laughing at her. ‘Do you want them in or out?’

‘I want them gone,’ Nanny had said. ‘They should never have been brought here to begin with. Cats. Cane toads. Foxes. They should never have been introduced.’

‘But they were,’ Alison said, ‘and they have a right to be here now. A cat can’t help its nature any more than a fox or a snake—or you or I, for that matter. The focus should be on keeping things around them safe, not demonising them for something they can’t help.’

‘You’re very quiet,’ Bonnie said to me. ‘What do you think?’

‘I think it depends on the cat,’ I’d told them.

Marlena is waiting for an answer. ‘I think it depends on the person,’ I say. ‘I think everyone marches to their own drum.’ We all hope for a steady beat, but sometimes the tap becomes a hammer, and some beats are skipped, and sometimes a roar takes over and rises like the volume in a classroom, and before you know it everyone is shouting and someone begins to cry.

‘Have you known a lot of murderers?’ I ask Marlena. In for a penny, in for a pound.

‘That depends on what you mean by murderer,’ she says. ‘If an electrician wires a house wrong and someone is electrocuted, would you say the electrician is a murderer?’

‘Did he wire it wrong on purpose?’

‘No. He did his best.’

‘Then, no,’ I say. ‘It was an accident.’

‘But is he responsible?’

‘No.’ But now I am not sure.

‘What if he wasn’t qualified?’ Marlena adds. ‘He thought he knew what he was doing, but he really didn’t.’

‘It’s still an accident,’ I say.

‘What if he knew full well that he had no idea—took a bit of a punt—red wire, brown wire?’ Marlena is teasing me. She wants me to say that if a person knows better, then they are to blame, fingers steepling beneath her chin in a pose now so familiar I will miss it. ‘Motive counts for a lot, doesn’t it?’ she says.

When you set out to act, to harm, to finish the job, she means, but what about the in-betweens? The went-too-far and the didn’t-know-when-to-stop and the couldn’t-rein-it-in? Young men facedown on pavements outside nightclubs, women hiding in cars and country towns from anger that boils over like a pan of sprouts. Hands need not be raised to children for damage to be done. No love and little care, no kiss goodnight, no tales told or heard, no toes tickled, and a baby grown into a child nobody likes. An adult with too-complicated needs. Does not play well with others.

‘Something led you to take that little girl home that afternoon,’ Marlena says softly. ‘Can you can see yet what that was?’

Can I? She has earned more than the nod I give her.

‘I think I wanted someone to look out for me,’ I tell her. ‘Four couldn’t leave me, could he?’ Was it fear of abandonment that kept him beside me for so long? Because Nancy died, Lew left, Dog disappeared, and Harry took Gabe away. Gabe, the long-lost that I’d found in a real boy.

More still.

‘I wanted to be that person for Lucy-Lyn.’

Reason creeps, I think. In and out like the tide.

‘You’ve come a long way, Winter,’ Marlena says, as if I am a pigeon. ‘Your aunt would have been proud of you.’

I cannot help the smile that flutters past at that, but even as it thrills me, I wonder.

She glances at the clock, needing to wind things up now. Six minutes till time. ‘You know,’ she says, ‘I’ve counselled plenty of people who could easily have chosen darker paths but didn’t. They chose instead to step away, step up, and so many times when they’ve cast back, as you have yourself, to find the thing that changed their course—the seed that set off growing something else—do you know what they’ve told me?’

Their because-of and upstream. The pip in the glass. I shake my head.

‘That it was a teacher, or an aunt, or a family friend who reached in and held a little space around them. Just enough for them to see the way to go. Let me tell you something, off the record.’ She leans forward to place her hands on mine, all four piled together now on the scuffed knees of my jeans. ‘When Lucy-Lyn looks back, she will remember you. You’ve shone a light on this little girl and into all the corners around her.’ It is a behind-a-hand voice she uses, hushed but firm. ‘If there’s anything there, they’ll see it now,’ she says, ‘because of you.’

Because of me.




CHAPTER FORTY

October 2018

It didn’t matter what the investigation dug up or decided, I was never going back to teaching. Nanny wondered why but Ned was past asking, and I didn’t have an answer for them anyway. What was there to say? Reason creeps.

We had a special bed delivered for Ned and, between us, Nanny and I did everything he needed us to do. There’d been talk of palliative care, but Ned didn’t want it. He wanted to roll a smoke, sit up as late as he liked, wander out into the open in the middle of the night, or at least know that he could if he found the strength to match his inclination. There were promises elicited to be made good when the time came.

And the time came.

Nanny kissed him goodnight like a Disney prince. Cupped his face in both her hands and let it last and linger, long and true, and it might have been the start of something at-long-last and wonderful, if it hadn’t been too late.

‘Thank you for everything,’ I sobbed, in a hug that was more to than from, there was so little of him left to participate.

‘Sweet dreams,’ we told him. We owed him those.

I found Nanny at the dining room table the next morning. If she’d slept, it hadn’t been in her own bed. She was staring at Harry’s painting, in yesterday’s clothes, her mobile phone beside her, though she didn’t like to use it. I’d heard her pick her way past Esther in the still-dark of early morning. ‘Ned’s gone,’ she’d told Harry, then, ‘Yes,’ she’d said. ‘Yes, of course.’

I took her a cup of tea made sweeter than usual and sat beside her.

‘There are only so many people you can count on,’ she said. ‘And you can’t tell them just from looking, you know. You have to wait,’ (till push comes to shove). She patted the worn sleeve of my dressing-gown. ‘You do know you can count on me?’

‘You can count on me too, Nan,’ I told her, and she touched her head to my shoulder. ‘Shall I call the ambulance?’ I asked.

She tapped her wrist as if she wore a watch, glanced at the phone, then the window. ‘Not yet. Didn’t we say nine?’ Ned’s days of rising early had been long behind him. I would take his tea in to him at nine, and that’s when we would notice.

Shoulder to shoulder we sipped our tea and stared into the swirls and stabs of colour that were Harry’s painting—Nanny’s painting: Restoration—which almost filled the wall.

‘It’s so unlike his style,’ I remarked.

‘It’s a very early piece.’

Still. Surf, beach, sky, it was not.

‘I was, you know,’ she said. ‘Restored. I think he felt it was him—that I restored him—but he restored me, too. He got me out of a terrible situation. I had a boyfriend when we met. We hadn’t been together very long, but he was a nasty piece of work. He wasn’t honest. Wasn’t fair. Wasn’t kind at all.’

He was a proper piece of shit, Ned had said. ‘The guy that owned the Kubla Khan?’

She didn’t ask me how I knew.

‘He owed Harry and Ned a lot of money.’ She didn’t say for what. ‘They followed him home one night. They didn’t knock, just shouldered the door open, and they hadn’t expected to find me there, but there I was, in a terrible state. What else were they going to take? He didn’t have much. He’d spent every cent. Harry just scooped me up.’ A woman beaten, bruised, and broken. ‘I took nothing,’ she said. ‘I had nothing much more than the clothes I was wearing. My dress was torn—ruined. Ned grabbed my bag. One of my shoes came off as Harry carried me down the stairs.’

She let that settle.

‘Lenora was my stage name,’ she said.

Skinny as a greyhound, soft as cotton, and on the edge of somewhere else. Hers had been the purse lost and buried long ago. Ten dollars, some receipts, and a library card I’d never thought to ask after.

‘You were his muse.’

‘Of course I was.’

Until she wasn’t.

‘There’s something to say for being rescued. It’s every bit what it’s cracked up to be.’ She laughed despite herself. ‘I loved him, you know, and he loved me.’

‘I know, Nanny.’

‘It took him a month to paint it.’ As if that were proof enough. ‘I remember every minute of it. Every glass of wine. Curtains closed, a little fan heater that ran off an extension cord, and a couch pulled into the middle of the room. We made love like there was no tomorrow. Hard to imagine now, isn’t it? Old lady that I am.’

But it wasn’t hard at all. I thought of my mother’s photographs. The days that played outside each small rectangle, brought to life by the stories that she’d told—the traffic that ran around the Colosseum, the music of her nights in Taormina, the clink of glasses and a ring of laughter, plates scraped and someone playing a guitar. The Christmas dinner chatter that Nancy had kept instead of burning, the rustle and snap of bonbon-crackers pulled, the thud of the turkey on the table, the pop of corks, the crack of crays, and the crunch of ice scooped from an esky—memories wider than any space beneath a chest of drawers.

‘After this one, they were all of me.’ Not the faces. Never the faces, but all the other parts. All the other underneaths.

(Until they weren’t.)

She tapped the hollow of her throat, where her own Montis pearl must once have nestled like an egg. ‘You reason with yourself, tell yourself this is okay, we’re not like other people, we understand art. The sacrifices it requires. But things that aren’t okay creep up around you like a river rising, and before you know it, you’ve nowhere to go. Ned brought him a model from time to time, and I was glad when he did.’ A tear slid down her cheek. ‘I could always count on Ned.’

She blew across her tea then realised it was cold, gave a tired laugh, sniffed, checked her pockets for a tissue.

‘It was Nancy, wasn’t it?’ As matter-of-fact as if she were wondering who should have been on playground duty, although her hands were shaking. ‘The woman down south. Their “Praying Mantis”?’

And I gave it all up. ‘Yes.’

She closed her eyes. Tears spilled down the powder of her cheeks and she buried her face in her hands, elbows on the table, shaking like a creature trapped and brought inside. I considered fetching the blanket from Ned’s chair but worried the scrape of my own would pull her from somewhere she needed to be for a while, even if it was cold and dark there, bleak and unforgiving.

At last, she dragged the heels of her hands across her eyes, patted the corners with her fingertips, and I stood then, brought her a fistful of tissues and a glass of water, put an arm around her shoulders which were drawn in like a bird’s, her face was streaked and swollen and clouded by what might happen next, what might have happened before, what might have been happening all along.

‘Was she one of the women Alison visited?’

I hesitated for so many reasons, but she didn’t press me for an answer. She found it in my reluctance to give one.

‘Did Ned know?’

‘Not before I did.’

There was comfort in that at least.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘No, I’m sorry,’ she said. For what my Nancy turning out to be Jan took from me, but maybe for more than that. It doesn’t change things, she wanted me to know, and she caught my sleeve up in a hand balling a tissue. ‘We are family,’ she said, ‘you are my granddaughter,’ and I felt sick with relief.

We sat in silence for a long time before Nanny spoke again.

‘Those other girls—Dog’s friends—was that her as well?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Yes.’

She lost herself for another long while. ‘Ned brought us the papers,’ she said then. ‘He’d recognised the little one they said had hanged herself—we all did—but it was the other one that troubled us. The one they found in her car.’

‘Chloe?’

She nodded, but she didn’t say why. She didn’t need to. One and one made two and there’d been more on top of that, and more beneath it—the girl in the car park Dog had assaulted on a dare; whatever it was that had led them to send him to England to find me; whatever else Nancy might have told them he’d done. ‘We all thought it was Dog.’ A shaky sigh, and she turned her hands so her palms were open on the table in front of her. ‘You thought the same thing, didn’t you? When you read about it?’

Years later, but I nodded.

‘We weren’t the only ones pointing at poor Dog. The police came looking for him when that backpacker went missing.’

‘Marta.’

Nanny shrugged. It didn’t matter now.

‘There was talk of getting him up to Darwin, but he didn’t want to go. We couldn’t have made him go. He was a grown man.’ She folded her arms, unfolded them, wiped her mouth wide with the palm of one hand. ‘I just wanted it to stop.’

There was a tone creeping in: It wasn’t me (the cheese, the cup, this thing which cannot be put back together).

What were they to do with him?

‘Ned brought him in the night, do you remember? He put something in a cigarette so he slept all the way and woke up wondering where he was.’ Her fingers were laced as if ready for prayer. ‘There’d been a storm through.’

I remembered.

‘I thought if I could just get him out onto his board …’

There’d been two whales in the bay. By the time Gabe made it out of bed and to the beach and back to the table there was only one, but a few days before, when Dog had paddled in after the storm, there had been two whales inside the reef.

A mother with a sick calf, by the sound of it, Harry had said.

They come right in sometimes, Ned had warned us. Bring the sharks in too, but.

Yet Nanny had sent Dog in. A surf will sort you out. And when he’d demurred, she’d insisted.

Had she watched? Had she hidden in the dunes? Had there been anything to see?

‘Harry wouldn’t let me bury him,’ she said quietly.

What had there been left to bury? Had he washed up in bits or skimmed into the shallows and tumbled off his board, the split ball of a shoulder in a skirt of flesh and muscle, legs lost, or his insides spilling between what was left of his wetsuit?

Poor Dog.

Had she wrapped him in the towel Old Ben and I had lain on? The towel that had been gone when I woke up, sluggish from whatever she’d slipped into my hot chocolate.

‘Harry took him out in the boat,’ Nanny said. Him. It. Whatever had been left. Out past Flems, she didn’t need to say, where everyone knew the crays were sweeter, and the cold and current swept everything else away.

She’s a lot tougher than you think, Harry had promised Esther. There are things you know nothing about. Things that’d curl your fucking hair. And it was true. While he’d dumped what was left of their son overboard, Nanny had made a rice pudding.

‘He wasn’t happy about it,’ she said. Had it been what led him to move away with Esther? Away from Langomar and Nanny (and me)?

She blew her nose now, tidied yesterday’s mascara with a finger wiped beneath each eye, but so many nights I’d heard her: Too late. What’s done is done. A memory no amount of bleach foaming beneath a stiff-bristled brush would shift. It wasn’t the thick-knees wails that woke her in a cold sweat.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she sobbed.

‘It’s okay. I understand,’ I told Nanny. It cost me, but I said it, and I meant it.

‘You can’t,’ she said, but I could—and did—because Dog’s weren’t the only toes poking out beneath the curtain.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Langomar, May 2018

‘I’m going to take a walk,’ I’d told Gabe.

I hadn’t wanted to follow him into the house. Wanted instead the slap and bite of wind and rain, space and sky, and the crack and roar of breaking surf.

Grey clouds clotted together like a spell cast, and the tide was roaring in. The beach was a mess of seaweed, great swathes of it we would have worn as mermaid hair when we were younger, flung wads of it in each other’s faces. Another front rolled after the last, and I was soaked to the skin long before I reached the Steps.

Up and in, I followed the stretch of rope weathered fuzzy to find the spot where Dorian Exler had been planted and lain guard for more than twenty years.

I’d taken a shovel with me, and I dug for a long time. Until my shoulders burned and the pads at the base of my fingers were blistering. Whatever was there had been buried deeper than I’d expected. I didn’t know what I was digging for, but I believed that something bigger had been hidden in the spot where Gabe had found Lenora’s purse and a pocketknife rusted shut. Some terrible secret: a pair of Russian strippers or the lovely Marta, Lenora herself (who I didn’t know yet was Nanny) or Helena (who was still a week away from turning up).

I distrusted Gabe and Dog and Harry, even Ned. All the men.

I did not wonder for a moment at the women.

More fool me.

The afternoon was dragging towards evening when the shovel’s tip hit something hard. I turned the blade and stirred a tumble of sand and dirt, and brown-stained bones and flesh that looked like fabric.

I wonder now how long Gabe had been standing in the misting rain with a blanket over one arm. ‘That’s Old Ben,’ he called, soft and smooth so as not to startle me. ‘Remember? We had a funeral. Mo brought the CD player from the kitchen and played that cheesy Michael Jackson song, and Mum made us all hold hands while she said a prayer. You put in that old bear of yours.’ He nodded towards the lump of what was left of Floppy Ted. ‘It was a long time ago,’ he said, a hand outstretched towards my not-remembering, and I took it. Filthy, wet, and tired, I climbed out of my hole.

‘How did he die?’

Gabe shrugged. ‘He was old. His eyesight was going, and his back legs were gone. He had this massive tumour. Harry put something in his dinner, I think, so he went in his sleep.’

‘I don’t remember any of it,’ I told him quietly.

‘I know. But that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.’

He unfolded the blanket, taking care to keep it off the ground, wet soil and sand and ticks in the grass. ‘You’ve asked me before why I didn’t come the night Harry and Dog got those strippers drunk around the bonfire, because you don’t remember that either, but I did come. We were both there that night, Win.’

He held the blanket open in front of him, expecting me to step into it, to be wrapped up like a toddler lifted from a bath, but I did not move.

‘So, what happened?’

‘They had sex. It was rank, and I’m not surprised you blocked it. Honestly, I don’t know why we stayed, and I didn’t want to be the one to jog your memory, but no one was murdered. And no one was shouting “stop”.’

Miles away from anyone who might have helped, did that make it consensual? Did it matter now?

The wind was lifting again, sweeping sand knee-high across the Steps. A line of rain was ploughing in across the ocean. ‘I saw your face that night,’ Gabe said. ‘You left yourself behind. You don’t remember because part of you wasn’t there.’

What was I to say to that? What was I to do with it but hold on tight and hope it didn’t carry me away?

‘Let me help you,’ he said. He held the blanket out towards me for a second time, and I might have stepped into it, let him wrap me up and take me home, but I hesitated for just a moment, closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, because there was something beneath the egg and shit of seaweed. There was cut grass on the Green and rose petal perfume in a jam jar, all the bits sunk to the bottom. There was Dettol, milky in a bucket; and mint sauce muddled in a glass. There was the musty-bread smell of Gran’s hearth rug; sheets that needed washing; and the pine-oil scent of a real Christmas tree.

‘Come on, Winnie Luna.’ Gabe’s voice rose above the patter of the rain.

Don’t trust him.

‘What did you say?’

‘Me?’ I said. ‘Nothing.’

The squall’s leading edge reached the sand, the Steps, the flimsy shelter of the bush where we were standing. Gabe cast his eyes down and turned away. His parting look matched another I had known. Afternoons soaked in Bell’s scotch whisky. The stubble of Lew’s Adam’s apple, his shake of head and piercing disappointment.

Ask him what he was drawing.

‘What were you drawing, Gabe?’ I had to shout for him to hear me through the rain. ‘The pages Harry tore out. “Don’t cut it out and show the world,” he told you.’

Gabe stopped and turned back to face me.

‘You,’ he shouted, his voice breaking like an egg. ‘I was drawing you.’

Harry hadn’t wanted that out loud. Let them find it, he’d said, but he hadn’t wanted it found. Not there and then. Not us. Not ever. And he’d grown a plan and taken Gabe away. My real boy. It was too late now. Too little. Too much.

It was Four who took hold of the shovel. Four who ran, swinging it wide and bringing it around so fast it took Gabe’s legs out from under him, and he was splayed beneath the blade which whipped around and up and down, so many times it made me dizzy.

It was not me (the cheese, the cup, the thing that cannot be put back together) but I helped roll what was left of Gabe into the hole I’d dug, so I am not completely without blame.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

November 2018

‘Why don’t we go back to Langomar?’

Was it my idea? It’s getting harder to tell. Edges sticking together like pages in the rain. No matter. ‘I’m sure Harry won’t mind,’ I say (not for the first time).

‘And I’m sure I won’t be asking.’ Nanny laughs. It’s been a while since she’s done that.

Harry didn’t come for Ned’s funeral. All those years of counting on him, all the shit he’d cleaned up—he was family, they’d all promised him, but in the end he hadn’t been. Not really. Harry didn’t even send a wreath, and Nanny will never forgive him.

‘We’re like Thelma and Louise,’ she says now. Monkey sitting between us, bridging the centre console on a cushion.

‘Charlie’s Angels?’ I suggest, but there is something sad about it because we still miss Alison terribly.

‘Bonnie can visit, can’t she?’ Nanny says. ‘It’s a good spot for writing.’

It’s a good spot for a lot of things, I think.

She has been looking forward to her return to Langomar. The turning of its tides and the tangle of its bush. ‘We’ll get the garden going again, sort some chooks out,’ she says.

Sometimes a fresh start’s all you need.

(Get down and stay down.)

We will find Gabe’s Jeep blown full of sand; his keys and wallet where he kept them in the dash. It is parked towards the south end of the beach, but not as far as the Lagoon, just north of it, where the surf curls like butter on a good swell and Dog used to drop his towel. We will imagine Gabe went in without a grown-up watching, and we all know the dangers in that.

Nanny stretches her fingers the way she warms them up before she draws or plays the piano. She has packed sketchbooks, paints, and pencils and she is itching to get started. The piano will follow, and music will follow that: Beethoven, Satie, Glass, (Rachmaninov).

‘What will you draw first?’ I ask her.

‘Whatever I find,’ she sighs. ‘I had a little studio once you know,’ she tells me. ‘It didn’t suit me. I produced absolute rubbish.’

Bagatelles and childish trifles?

I have not shared with her the details of her daughter’s style, and it hasn’t come out. Not yet anyway. I don’t think Marcus ever saw Nancy’s painting, and I don’t know what happened to it.

‘What about you?’ Nanny says.

What about me? ‘I’m going to write a book,’ I tell her, knowing I am already halfway to finishing it.

She dips into the footwell and from the rummage and her bag I am expecting Allen’s lollies, but she sits back with a ball of tissue paper in her lap. Nestled within, a memory of a Christmas long ago. A surprise in the night, and in the shadows the promise of all that came after.

‘Do you remember when you gave me this?’

‘Of course I do.’

She turns the key and lets the glitter whirl around the robins and we are both surprised the light still flickers in their little birdhouse.

‘I’ve never seen snow,’ she says.

I’m sure she must have told me this before, but I really don’t remember.

‘Would you like to?’

‘Should I?’

‘Not really.’ I know she doesn’t like the cold. She has that in common with my mother.

‘It was your first Christmas here,’ she says. ‘You had your special friend, do you remember? You brought him all the way from England.’ She reaches a hand to pat my knee but draws it back and rests it between Monkey’s ears. ‘He had a fancy name, didn’t he?’

‘Lewis Mark Robins the Fourth.’

‘That’s it.’

She turns the key again—crick, crick, crick—and the yellow snow is swirling around the little robins. ‘And was that his name?’ she asks me carefully. ‘Your brother?’

Has she known all along that he was a real boy to begin with?

‘What happened to him?’ she asks me. ‘Do you know?’

Do I remember?

I do.

Milky water, and bubbles streaming from his open mouth. ‘It was an accident,’ I tell her. ‘He drowned.’ I do not tell her where and let her imagine a river or a lake, a cold grey sea or a public swimming pool.

Oh, my darling girl. What I wouldn’t give.

‘There’s been an accident,’ Lew had sobbed into the mouthpiece of the phone, but he hadn’t called for an ambulance. It was too late for that. By the time he and Nancy realised what had happened, it was far too late.

‘He must have slipped. Did he slip? Did you see? Do you know?’

I don’t think I told them anything.

‘Where were you?’ Gran must have asked them. Keening like kittens, they’d begged her to take charge.

‘Don’t call anyone else,’ she’d warned them. ‘They’ll take the other one away from you.’

We caught the bus outside the Rose and Crown in the morning, the number eleven, which ran us down Wetherby Road and across the railway line then left us by the postbox, and we set off walking up Milton Lane just as a storm began. Lew clutching the little blue suitcase to his chest like a soft toy on a plane. It stood in the corner of the kitchen all day. They dropped my brother’s body down the well in Gran’s backyard, under cover of darkness and scribbled by wind and rain. Curtains shut tight, no one saw them shovel the vegetable patch in after—the roots and bulbs and soil they stuffed into the hole like mashed potatoes. Lew nailed planks across the top and rounded their edges nicely with a jigsaw he borrowed the next day from Terry Fogle who said, ‘You can’t be too careful with little ones running around. You’ve got two, haven’t you?’

‘Just the one,’ Lew told him, his voice too small, and Terry Fogle had been sorry to hear that, and no one had asked after Four again.
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‘It must have broken your mother’s heart.’ Nanny is shaking her head.

Jan. Her name was Jan.

I’ve never really thought about my mother’s heart, the vodka she drank or the tablets she took, but it broke something.

‘We don’t cast all of our shadows,’ Nanny says. ‘Sometimes it’s our shadows that cast the shape of us.’

And they do. They really do.

I glance in the rear-view mirror and there’s mine. The tousle of his hair and the giggle in his fidget. Between bags and boxes in the back seat, he is grinning like an idiot.

Nanny reaches out again and rests a hand upon mine, so that we are steering together into the bright light of the afternoon.

‘It’s just you and me now,’ she says.

‘Taking on the world,’ I tell her.

‘That’s my girl.’

I don’t mind her saying it, but whose am I really? I wonder. And does it matter?

Nature versus nurture back to nature.

We’re all in it together, aren’t we?
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