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‘If we turn right here, we’ll be almost home,’ I told Picasso. I tried to sound more confident than I felt. If I acted how I felt, I’d be lying on the couch all day like a soggy tissue.

Picasso didn’t even look up. He was obsessed by the wonderful thing that smelled so vomity under the bushes.

‘Please drop it,’ I said cautiously. I didn’t know how you were supposed to talk to dogs. Mum and I had been to only one puppy class so far, and we’d arrived late.

I just hoped he wouldn’t eat the vomity thing. For sure that stink meant rotting rat. Last night I’d heard rats arguing in the roof. This new suburb was riddled with them. At twilight I’d spotted one, fat as a football, scooting along the porch trellis. If you had a microscope you’d have seen the terrible trail of bacteria it left.

Bacteria can kill you, you know. I wish you could explain that to dogs.

My shadow shivered beside me. It seeped like water-colour into other ghosts shading the footpath − gum leaves, germ-shaped clouds, a power pole − and from the corner of my eye I caught the last glint of sun dying behind a house. The roof was lit up by a blood-red smear. That glow would be good to paint. If I scrunched up my eyes, the roof could be on fire.

‘Come on,’ I said, more firmly now, and gave the lead a tug. ‘Let’s go home and have dinner!’

I tried to sound all hearty like Mum when she comes in to wake me in the morning. As if everything’s as fine and cheery and hopeful as it’s always been. As if our little family hasn’t been cut down by tragedy like a tree struck by lightning.

We turned right at the corner. But the yellow house with the hanging flowerpots wasn’t there. I felt a ping of alarm. We moved here five weeks ago, but still when I go walking I forget my way back. I’ve tried to remember stand-out houses or peculiar hedges, but somehow these things vanish when I look for them again.

It was happening now, right at the corner of Woolgoolga Street, which should have been Baringa. A wave of sickness washed into my throat, and my head hurt. On the horizon, clouds flared dangerously into crimson flames.

Soon it would be dark.

Picasso was hardly there in the gloom, although I could feel his stocky little body dragging at the leash. Head down, sniffing like a train, he was doing his hound-dog thing under the bottlebrush. If he knew how lost we were, he’d be worried. But at only six months old, he still had such heartbreaking trust; he believed us humans knew what we were doing.

‘Maybe we should sit down on this kerb now and try to retrace our steps,’ I told him. ‘That’s what Mum always says when we can’t find the keys.’ I was planning to break it to him gently that we were lost. That night drops like a curtain in winter. That it might be quite a while, if ever, before we had dinner.

An icy wind blew up, worrying the leaves. I took a deep breath. My throat burned. I couldn’t act cheerful anymore. I felt dreadful about what I was preparing to say, but he had to be warned.

 ‘You might think I’d be happy to have a new puppy,’ I began. ‘Mum thinks so. Most people would be. But I’m not.’

Picasso had found an empty Red Bull can. It made a screeching sound as his sharp little teeth bit into it.

‘Drop,’ I said feebly.

What would shredded aluminium do to his gums? I pictured carrying him home, his poor head lolling in my arms, his dog lips or whatever you call them pouring blood.

‘You deserve to have an owner who’s excited about you,’ I went on. ‘You’re only a young dog and you’re so cute with that black circle like a target on your bottom, and your long silky grey ears. I’m really sorry about the way I am. It’s really bad luck for you, I know.’

While Picasso chewed, I tried to explain. If he’d turned to look at me, I couldn’t have gone on. I’d never seen eyes so deep and black and trusting.

Picasso became mine because Mum thought I needed something else to think about. She said I had to stop worrying about human health, and busy myself with practical pet care. She was sick and tired, she said, of hearing about imaginary dangers and what steps we should take to avoid them. She didn’t want to see me mooning about in bed for one more sunny morning drawing a swarm of bacteria attacking a healthy cell. I should be out in the fresh air, playing with a dog.

‘Bacteria aren’t imaginary,’ I told her. ‘You just can’t see them with the human eye. Same goes with viruses. That’s why drawings of these evil-doers are necessary. To remind us.’

I recounted all this to Picasso, but he didn’t comment. Even when I told him I’d do a painting of him and that we could put it up on the laundry wall where he sleeps. It would be like having another puppy for company, I said.

But he wasn’t interested. He probably wasn’t too interested in art. Not many people are. Mum used to like my drawings, and my quiet hours indoors with my sketchpad, lying on the rug on my stomach. It was cosy, she said, just our little family, the only sound the scratch of my coloured pencils, the hiss and pop of the fire. One rainy weekend I heard her say to her friend on the phone, ‘Oh, I don’t have to bother about entertaining Frances; she’s always drawing. There’s nothing she’d rather do.’ And she sounded proud.

Picasso spotted a tissue lying scrunched on the grass near my foot. As he lunged at it I grabbed the can, watching him wolf down the germy thing dripping with snot instead.

Before I could say, ‘Drop,’ it had disappeared.

So this is how it’s going to be, I thought. Going walkies means having to watch this dog leap from one major health hazard to another.

Oh, why hadn’t Mum thought this through? If she had, she’d have realised Picasso would be just another awful burden for me. When her friend Luisa complained that she’d been stuck with a spaniel on account of a family ‘mistake’, Mum immediately said, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll take him. A dog will be just the thing for Frances!’

The poor puppy couldn’t even be warned about bacteria. The more bacteria, the better he liked it. Look at him now, licking his lips, twisting round to sniff that bird poo … rolling in it, errrrk, eating it! No, if Mum had stopped to think about the consequences of her decision, she’d have realised that pets are even worse than humans to look out for, because they spend most of their time seeking out the enemy.

She hadn’t been convinced, either, by my daily excuses for not taking Picasso for walkies: I had a headache, I had a sore throat, I’d been bitten by a rat, I had no feeling in my left foot, I had no feeling in my right foot, I was allergic to dog fur.

‘But you always wanted a dog,’ was all she said.

‘That was before,’ I muttered, under my breath.

These excuses took care of the first week of our dog ownership. But today Mum had bounced into my bedroom with Picasso under her arm like a handbag, and announced in her cheery tone that she was off to work.

‘It’s four-thirty pm,’ I protested. ‘You never go to work in the afternoon!’

‘I know, but I’ve been asked to cover the Drive program. The sound tech called in sick. I’ll only be away an hour and a half, just till the substitute can get there.’ She plonked the dog on the bed next to my knees. ‘It’s an awkward time, though, right before dinner, what with Dad away.’

‘Dad’s always away,’ I said.

‘No, just lately,’ she corrected me. ‘He can’t help it if his stories are overseas − that’s where the big ones are for him now.’ She had her brave face on. But I’d seen the other one when Dad told us, only a week after we’d moved into Oatfield, that a great opportunity had come through and he had to fly off.

 Mum patted Picasso’s head. He turned to lick her hand, leaving drool and mashed beetle on her fingers. She wiped them carelessly on his back.

I shuddered. ‘Aren’t you going to wash that?’

She gave a little sigh.

‘I just want you to stay healthy,’ I told her. ‘Is that so terrible? What’s wrong with the sound tech? Is a germ going round the studio? Please try not to get stressed − it’s bad for your immunity. You’ll need it when Dad comes home. He’s always picking up some bug from the plane—’

‘So spare me one less stress, dear child of my loins. Take the hound, and sally forth into the fresh air.’

Mum often sounded as if she was in a play from the olden days, which wasn’t odd, really, on account of her being an actor. Or at least that’s what she used to be, before she got too sad and went to work at the radio. I told her maybe she could keep being an actor if she just played the tragic parts, but she said the acting world didn’t work like that. You can’t just pick and choose. I understood because it’s like that with germs. Germs are random and can attack at any time, but there are things you can do to protect yourself and others from them. You just have to be prepared.

 Picasso wouldn’t ever be. He wasn’t even interested. Which was not his fault, but it made him a burden and a worry and just about impossible to look after for someone like me.

Now lemony lights were coming on in the houses of Oatfield, and the blue flicker of television blared through the front windows. A mouth-watering smell of frying sausages drifted past on the breeze. Even Picasso looked up, his black nose held high to catch every note as if his favourite song were playing. He stood absolutely still, a paw in the air.

I suppose I was so surprised by his stillness that I forgot to hold on to him. The leash hung slack in my hand, both of us caught in a trance of smell and memories. Well, he wouldn’t have had many yet, but I made up for both of us. I was watching him − Picasso the dog statue, who only seconds before was Picasso the wriggler, racer, Usain Bolter. But there wasn’t any excuse for the dreadful thing I did next … or rather, didn’t do.

I stopped watching.

My mind drifted back to another time … A sunny afternoon, a little boy asleep, the shush of my pencil, the stillness like a magic spell. Splash.

That was my mistake. Not paying attention. Again.

 A movement, quick as a blink, ruffled the long grass bordering the bush. Almost like an afterthought I realised there’d been a rabbit − its white tail pricked a hole in the dark. So quick, it vanished as it appeared.

But Picasso had seen it. The leash jerked from my hand, flying free, as he shot off towards the bush.

I couldn’t believe it. The grassy hedge closed behind him like a secret passage. He might never have been there. Beyond was a mile of forest, sloping down to a dam. I ran along the footpath that edged the bush, calling, my heart hammering. Should I wade through those long grasses? Should I stay here where he’d last seen me? That’s what they always told you if you got lost … But he was so little, and just like me he didn’t know the neighbourhood. What if he reached the water, what if he fell in … splash.

Just then, down the hill, a small grey flash tore out of the bush and back onto the footpath. His tail was a blur, it was wagging so hard.

‘Picasso, Picasso!’ I screamed. ‘Come!’

I took off after him, and then I heard the car. It roared in like thunder, rounding the corner, heading fast up the hill.

‘Picasso!’

 But he didn’t even know his own name. He’d only been a famous artist for seven days.

‘COME! COME!’ I tore down the path, yelling, crying, my feet slapping the ground, knees pumping like pistons. I’d never run so fast, I could see stars like firecrackers bursting in the air.

For a split second, he stopped and turned to look at me. His tail gave an extra friendly wag.

‘Stay!’ I cried, holding up my hand like the trainer had showed us. But my legs kept moving towards him. Is that what I did wrong? Should I have stayed, too?

His tail said, ‘Oh hey, nice to see you but I’m really busy right now,’ then he leaped the kerb and flung onto the road.

Didn’t he see the car? Didn’t he hear it?

I came to a stop, as if I’d run into a wall. I wanted to look away. I wanted to shoot back up the hill, into the bush with the long grass closing behind me like curtains.

But I ran into the road flying my arms about like a helicopter.

‘DOG ON ROAD!’ I shouted, jumping up and down like a maniac.

The car’s brakes screeched. A shout rang out, then a squeal, a puppy yelp.

 Everything slowed. The dusky light went grainy, like brushstrokes. The sky and birds and wind in the trees stilled until the world was a painting, a photograph. Not real life.

I made my legs drift across the surface, towards the car and the quietness that lay beneath it. It was like walking across something under glass. My feet were loud on the road. Everything had died, as if it had never existed. I expected my breath to make shapes in the air, as if on glass.

‘You stupid girl!’ a man’s voice exploded. His voice was so loud in the quiet. He was leaning out the window, staring at me. Nose flaring, narrow eyes, long whiskery cheeks. He glanced down to ferret in his leather jacket pocket, bringing out a pack of cigarettes. His hand shook as he struck a match. ‘You don’t know how to look after a dog!’

I nodded, to show him I agreed. My knees had locked. Picasso was nowhere. I pictured him underneath the back wheel. The man thrust his jaw out, showing his bottom teeth. I felt nothing, not even my heart. Then he glanced in the rear-vision mirror. ‘Well, go pick him up. I don’t think I touched him. He’s probably just shocked. But it could have been nasty. Very nasty.’ His mouth wobbled.

 I got the meaning of his words seconds later. He’s all right, just shock.

I forced myself to walk around to the back of the car.

Picasso was sitting a few centimetres from the wheel in the middle of the road. His front paws were pointing neatly together like a puppy on a calendar. Could it be true?

I bent down to touch his woolly black feet, ridiculously big compared with the rest of him, as if he’d been born with Uggs on. His grey fur, like a little old grandpa. A whiff of burnt rubber from the back tyre. Was he really all right, as calm as he looked? As I went to pick him up, shudders rippled through his body like tidal waves from an earthquake.

‘Errm, errm, errm,’ he whimpered. His nose thrust in under my arm. I felt him all over. He didn’t wince at any of the places I touched, just nestled like a burr into my chest. He kept burying himself deeper, as if trying to find a way inside my skin. My underarm was wet and warm. I held him close, but the shivering never stopped.

I took him around to the front window. I made myself stop there and look at the driver. He was taking big drags on his cigarette and pulling on his ear. It was a nervous habit, I could tell. The class captain at my old school did that every time she had to speak at assembly.

I wanted to tell the man I was sorry. He’d probably got a terrible fright too. Now he might have a heart attack and there’d be another person I’d harmed. He’d hear the screech of tyres forever in his dreams. He’d have to stop driving and sell his car, even though Mum said cars lose their value really quickly. Perhaps I should tell him that. But then he might do it anyway because this silver death trap of his with the rug on the back seat and brown leather seats would always remind him of today. He’d take any price, even give it away, and that would be the beginning of the end of his having a good life. He’d have to live under a bridge, his dreams in ruins.

‘Please don’t sell your car,’ I said.

‘What?’

‘I’m really sorry.’

I felt dizzy then, as if there wasn’t enough oxygen in the world for me.

‘You might want to get out of the middle of the road, too,’ I told him, in case he was in so much shock he didn’t realise where he was. But then I felt Picasso trembling into my armpit. I made myself turn away, hoping the man would come to his senses and move, hoping this poor dog who had the terrible misfortune to be mine might stop shuddering and shivering uncontrollably against my chest, and go back to looking like a perfect puppy on a calendar.
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The house was dark when we got home. I lay Picasso on my bed, and performed the calming technique. If you ever let your dog nearly get run over and you feel so dreadful that you wish it were you instead of him lying on the bed shuddering, you could try it. Dad told me about it and I never forgot, because secretly I wished someone would do it to me.

I ran my hand slowly but firmly down Picasso’s back, from his head to his tail. I did it ten times, acting calm and in control. His fur was amazingly soft, almost as soft as a baby’s skin.

I moved him onto my lap. I didn’t want to think about babies − I’ve made it a rule never to think about any person under the age of four. His skin’s so loose it’s as if whoever made him over-budgeted and ended up using far more material than necessary. He’s so small you could pour him into a shopping bag.

Nothing bad should ever happen to someone so small.

I couldn’t help crying a bit and tears fell onto his head and pooled in his ear. He didn’t even look up. He probably thought we had a leaking roof, just another thing he had to put up with since being adopted. Before this afternoon, I hadn’t thought things could get any worse.

It wasn’t that I minded moving here. I didn’t miss my old friends, or those early days after our tragedy. I didn’t miss the way everyone whispered when I came into the classroom, or stopped talking to me about normal things. People stared as if I’d done something wrong. It made me feel crossed-out, like the dropped lolly wrapper on the NO LITTERING sign at school.

Weird, even now, even two years later, that crossed-out feeling hadn’t really gone.

I found my nightie and gave it to Picasso to chew. And my sock. Under my hand, his shudders grew shallower. But he sucked my sock in a half-hearted way. He didn’t do it with his usual glee of a pirate getting away with treasure. Maybe he’d never be gleeful again.

 ‘It will be good for us to have a change,’ Mum had said brightly when she’d announced our rent had gone up, so we needed to move.

‘And if we go further from the city,’ Dad said, ‘we might find a place with a garden. We could be settled in by spring. Plant some vegies. We could even get a dog!’

I hadn’t said anything. They’d both looked so happy at the idea. Hopeful. It was a long time since they’d looked like that. As for me, the thought of starting a new high school in the middle of Year Seven made my stomach heave.

Everything happened quickly after that. Cardboard boxes labelled ‘kitchen’, ‘photos’, ‘books’ (multiples of those) lay around the lounge room. A steam cleaner turned our grey carpet cream. In my room the stripped walls looked flabbergasted. By the start of June, we were having our first dinner at Oatfield on the floor, on account of the table getting lost somewhere in transit.

Now I switched on the bedside lamp. We lay in the circle of light, watching shadows welling in the empty corner. Mum was planning to put a plant there, but I said we should finish the unpacking first. So many boxes were still half-full. They were an awful hazard, I reminded her, what with Picasso sticking his nose into everything, and eating it.

She’d been right, though, about the dog thing. I’d really longed for one when I was little. Dad had told so many stories about the cuddly English Setter he’d grown up with. But our flat was too cramped for a dog, because ‘dogs need space to be doggy’.

This house at Oatfield was certainly bigger. Trouble was, I didn’t feel bigger. It was so quiet here you could hear the air whistling in and out of Picasso’s nose. I eased myself from under him and slithered off the bed.

At the computer, I googled what to do about dogs. ‘Research your subject well before starting a project,’ Dad had insisted as soon as I learned to read. ‘Don’t just go to one site, find the registered, institutional sites. If you can, do a real-life interview with a specialist in the area.’ That was his journalist training. He always went deeper.

Once, when he was young and hadn’t learned the importance of good research, he rushed off to a tropical country without consulting his doctor about local bacteria or vaccinations. He caught a nasty skin disease that made him come out in red splotches. It took him ages to recover, which meant I nearly didn’t make it here. Not because the disease could be fatal, but because if he’d been more self-conscious about the eruptions on his epidermis (like any normal person), he mightn’t have gone out to the theatre and therefore would never have spotted my mum playing Desdemona in Shakespeare’s Othello. He fell in love at first sight, which is what my mum hoped would happen with me and Picasso.

‘Frances?’

I hadn’t even heard her come in. ‘In my room,’ I called back.

‘How did your walk go?’ She was still holding her shopping bags. Two litres of milk, half a chicken, frozen peas, oranges … She smiled, but the line between her brows didn’t clear. Although she acted casual, leaning against the door, I noticed she hadn’t even bothered to put down the heavy bags before coming to check on Picasso and me.

‘Fine,’ I told her, breezy as an open window.

I could feel her studying my turned-away face. I couldn’t manage a smile − she’d had far more practice than me. But I tried to look calm. As if someone had stroked my back at least ten times all the way from my head to my tail.

‘Picasso seems very at home on your bed,’ she said. ‘Nice to have company, hey?’

 ‘Mm,’ was all I decided to say. Worry is bad for your health, as I’ve pointed out. We had to look after each other now. Pay attention.

‘Oh, just look at him,’ said Mum. ‘Don’t you want to draw him? It would make a nice change from bacteria.’

‘Sometimes I draw viruses,’ I pointed out.

There was a pause. ‘Well, better get dinner started,’ she said finally. ‘Fried chicken okay?’

‘Great.’ Then I couldn’t help myself. ‘Sorry to be annoying and everything but if it’s chicken, you’ll need to take extra care. Like, cook it for a long time. Germs go wild with raw chicken − salmonella parties, everyone’s invited!’ I did a fake laugh. I guess I was still a bit hysterical.

‘Of course,’ she fake-laughed back. ‘But do remember, my jewel, I’ve been cooking chicken and their germs for twenty years.’

‘Well, maybe that’s overdoing it a little,’ I said.

When she’d gone, I opened the browser and typed in cocker spaniels.

Your spaniel should be wagging his tail every moment he’s awake, the official website said. These carefree, happy dogs have an inner weather gauge set to sunny …

I sat back in my chair. That didn’t sound very scientific. But in my short spaniel experience, it was true. Sometimes Picasso’s tail was so enthusiastic it whirled in complete circles like a hula hoop.

After dinner, I watched him carefully. Now his tail definitely drooped. Not even a twitch. Not even when I picked up the rope toy and offered to play tug-of-war. He just looked away as if I’d made a bad smell and he had to be polite about it.

No, there was no doubt, this spaniel’s inner weather had changed. He’d come over cloudy, with a chance of storms.

Oh, why did Dad have to be away? He could have told me a million things about dogs, and not just because he’d personally known one. He knew a million facts about other topics too, which he liked to share. Mum said he chose the right career, what with his never-ending curiosity and the mountain of books he read just for pleasure on art, plants, fungi, microbes, you name it. She reckons he collects topics like our clothes dryer collects lint.

Before I went to bed I put up the picture I love best on the wall: Le Chien, which means ‘The Dog’ in French. It’s a print of a drawing by my favourite artist, Picasso. He called his dog Lump, but I couldn’t because Lump sounds like a bacterial infection. Picasso often borrowed dogs, bringing them home and making them his own. He borrowed ideas, too, and girlfriends. Picasso must have really loved Lump as he let him sleep in his bed under the sheets, eat next to him at the table, and use one of his best sculptures to wee on.

I first heard about Picasso and his dog from Dad. I remember the exact day. It was at the end of Year Four, just before … Well, anyway, I’d been trying to draw faces − Mum’s, Henry’s, my own. Faces are really hard. When I showed Dad my self-portrait, he got terribly excited.

‘You know, Frances,’ he said, his eyebrows doing gymnastics, ‘I love this for the same reason I love Picasso. You’re showing me the person inside.’ I explained that my face in the drawing only looked odd because it was hard to keep smiling at the mirror. But he laughed and took a book from his shelves. It was called Pablo Picasso (with thirty self-portraits!) and he spread the spectacular pages over our knees for us to look at.

But Dad wasn’t here. He was 11,018 kilometres away in a place with bad internet and a different season. Now even Le Chien was spoiled for me. Just looking at the tender curve of his back, his long ears, made me anxious. I felt like turning him to the wall. Turning myself to the wall. I should stay there for practically my whole life.

Time-out for you, Frances. Time-out forever for being so bad. Twice.
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Please walk Picasso today, Mum said on the note she left the next morning.

I hoped she’d had more than coffee before she left. If you don’t eat for hours the stomach thinks you’re starving in the desert and begins to cannibalise itself. Mum is so thin already that when she hides behind a ghost gum she can’t be seen. My little brother used to squeal with alarm when she hid, throwing himself down like dice when she appeared. At his turn to hide, he covered his eyes with his pudgy hands calling, ‘Where’s Henry?’

But I told you I don’t want to think about him.

Mum didn’t used to be so thin − she used to go in and out at the waist in a comfortable cushiony way. Dad said she looked like a woman in a Rubens painting. Rubens’ women go in and out all over the place − they’re like hilly landscapes. One woman can be a whole country, with hollows to rest your head in or pillowy places to lie on. Henry used to fit like a puzzle piece, right inside the dip of Mum’s waist. I suppose I did too, once. But now I don’t go near her. I never stand close enough to get hugs. I don’t deserve them.

He’s had breakfast, the note went on. Give him 1 cup of kibble for lunch. Laundry cupboard. Take him to explore the neighbourhood − make the most of the holidays before school starts, love Mum xxoo.

I shuddered. So many scary words in one sentence: explore = getting lost, new school = strangers, holidays = pressure to be happy.

Really, I’d been on a kind of holiday since the day we moved here. Even though the school term hadn’t finished, Mum had taken pity on me and pretended not to notice.

Picasso wandered over and licked my toes. I noticed how silky his whiskers felt against my skin. As I bent to scratch his head, his tail swished slightly.

Oh, was he going to wag it?

No, he was only brushing off a fly.

I trudged off to get the lead. Picasso’s tail drooped even further until it curled between his legs. He stared at me mournfully with his saggy eyes. We got as far as the garden gate. I tugged and he sat. For such a little dog he could make himself very heavy. He was like our Toyota on cold mornings when it wouldn’t start.

 We went back inside where he did a wee on the kitchen floor.

‘No,’ I said feebly.

Even here, surrounded by four walls, he kept looking over his shoulder for moving vehicles. For a moment I thought about making a statue for him to use − it could have its own little toilet bowl at the base so he’d never have to go outside.

‘Come on,’ I told him. ‘We’re going to draw outside, so you can practise weeing there too.’

The back door of the house led onto a concrete porch where there was a table and chairs. You could sit at the table and look out at the lawn in front of you or check out the path leading up to the gate. A wild tangle of ferns and bushes bordered the grass, probably hiding snakes and funnel webs. It was Picasso’s favourite part.

I picked up a 4B pencil. I knew I’d feel better if I was drawing. Whatever I looked at travelled through my eyes and into my hand. Even if clouds turned into spirillum bacteria, it felt good to be rounding up reality and making it go in the direction I wanted, instead of reality rounding me up and yanking me somewhere I didn’t.

Behind the Hills hoist at the end of the garden was an angel’s trumpet tree. It’s a good-looking tree but in my opinion it should come with a warning, what with its deadly bell-shaped flowers the colour of ice-cream.

I drew for a long time. I might stick my tree on the fridge, I thought, to remind everyone not to touch it. I wished Picasso could read.

Picasso!

I leaped up and blundered around the garden, calling him. He was nowhere. Even though the day was chilly, I was sweating with alarm. When I ran inside I found him curled up on the coffee table eating Mum’s sunglasses. He turned his head and gazed at me with his tragic eyes.

‘Drop,’ I said.

But he didn’t even pause in his chewing. Glass.

Why does everyone go on about dogs ‘completing’ a family? Dogs are just stress factors in fur.

‘He’s got a stomach like a concrete mixer,’ Mum said later that afternoon. When she rang the vet to ask if it was okay if he ate sunglasses and CD covers, the vet diagnosed him as an indiscrete eater. ‘Indiscrete seems a bit of an understatement,’ Mum said. ‘More like suicidal, isn’t it?’ The vet laughed merrily and just said to keep a watch on his poo − God, now we had to examine it as well as clean it up − but Picasso would probably be fine.

 During the next five days I still couldn’t manage to get him outside the gate. I told Mum that I’d tried to walk him, but I didn’t really. So Mum did. She didn’t protest or scold me, just looked at me with her exhausted face and instead of flopping down on the couch after work, went off to change her shoes.

By the fifth day, Picasso was obsessed with her shoes. As soon as she put on high heels in the morning he began to cry as if his heart would break. I told him that I’d still be here when she went to work, but he wouldn’t listen. He shadowed her all the way to the front gate − part of the house he usually kept away from − sobbing steadily. He stayed in that same spot, listening to her start the car, drive away, leave behind the pooling silence that lay like a moat outside. It was enough to drown us both. Then he limped back to me, a broken dog.
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On Saturday morning I’d just set up the table with paints and paper and my sketchbook when Mum suggested I take Picasso for a walk to the creek.

‘Have you seen it yet?’ she asked. ‘Our babbling brook? You go to the end of the street, turn right, go down the hill, take a … Well, I’ve only driven past it once. Anyway, you’ll come to a little bridge − like a scene from a fairytale!’

She stopped, and searched my face. ‘Don’t you think it’s pretty here? So green, so much more lush and … and bountiful than our last place. You just haven’t explored it yet. There’s bush tracks and wildflowers, the dam on the other side with ducks and geese … why, they say it’s practically a rainforest!’ Her face was pink with effort.

‘Mum.’ I pointed to the paints and paper.

Her shoulders slumped. ‘All right. I’ll go.’ Then she swung around. ‘Oh, but do tell me your mind, Frances. How do you remain so unmoved by this gentle hound?’ She laughed at herself, but her frown stayed where it was.

I stared at the blank page. There was so much to say. And nothing I could tell her.

When she and Picasso left, I picked up the sketchbook, running my fingers over the thick creamy paper. I’d bought it with my pocket money at ArtSmart.

I used to drop by there after school − it was on the way home, next to the gym and Dr Ramond’s surgery and the big block of flats. When you climbed the stairs to the second floor, you could stop holding your breath against lumbering buses and stinky trucks, and breathe in deep: oil paints and turps, sable brushes, linseed oil, fresh stationery, pencil shavings.

ArtSmart wasn’t only an art supply shop − there were drawing classes and framing workshops, and every week students’ work was displayed in the window downstairs. It was the best place to be. You could wander past open trays of chalk pastels like sets of rainbows, coloured inks and watercolours, dimpled paper, pencils arranged like flowers in crystal vases.

My new suburb might have vermilion bottlebrush and parks as big as ovals, but it seemed empty to me.

We’d always lived in the city, near Dad’s work at the newspaper. But the rent practically doubled the same week that he lost his job. It was awful the day he came home without his tie and his eyes all glassy and said that he, along with forty-six other journalists from The Daily Express, had been sacked that morning. Dad had been their science reporter for seven years! He’d even won an award for his articles about a new microscope that could see right into a mouse’s brain while it was thinking. I remember because the lab scientists were so pleased with him, they let Dad take home one of their small compound microscopes for the weekend. It was amazing − you wouldn’t believe how many kinds of bacteria there are in a single drop of mucus.

After Dad got sacked, he sat like a hairy jelly on the couch. ‘We’ll have to move,’ Mum said. ‘But look, why don’t you go freelance? Your reputation is worth gold, you’ll see. Everyone will want you.’

And they did. Soon he was up off the couch and at the desk with his electrified hair, a sure sign of Dad at work. So come to think of it, I doubt the rent going up or the job loss was the only reason we moved house.

I think my parents didn’t want to walk past Dr Ramond’s surgery anymore.

I could have told them that just because you can’t see something every day, it doesn’t mean you don’t think about it.

Take germs, for instance.

Dad always said the first rule in the war against germs is Know your enemy. But right now, I just couldn’t decide which enemy to draw next. I flicked to my last drawing − staphylococcus − then back through E. coli, listeria, salmonella. So many enemies. I almost shut the book. Really, my drawings were too good, even if I did say so myself. I knew no one else would admire my bacteria portraits, but to me they looked so real they were disgusting.

I sucked my pencil. Yersinia pestis − it had to be a winner in both shape and colour. Of course dyes and photographic treatment change the true colours − on the internet the whole universe of Yersinia looks like purple canoes upended among lime mangroves. That sounds like a tropical paradise except Y. pestis is the bacteria that caused the bubonic plague.

I copied the canoes on a piece of paper first. It wasn’t as easy as it looked. I don’t know how Picasso drew Lump with just one line, ending up exactly where he started. When I took a break, I peeked at Mum’s phone. She’d been gone half an hour. I felt a stab of irritation. I’m always telling her to take her phone − an emergency can happen anytime, even if she’s only walking the dog. Particularly if she’s walking the dog …

After another twenty minutes I was ready to mix the yellow and green for the mangroves. The lime in the photos was fluorescent. How would you paint that shine?

A squirt of guilt burned my oesophagus. Were my bacteria portraits really going to help anyone? Mum wasn’t … I had to admit she wasn’t so interested in bacteria. In fact, they disturbed her. I could understand why. But what she didn’t see was that ignoring the problem wasn’t going to help us cope with it. That’s not how science works. You have to pay attention. Be vigilant. Informed.

I picked up the phone and went to Maps. Three streets and a park away was the thin blue line of the creek. How deep? Phones don’t tell you that. Bodies of water made me anxious. Water-borne bacteria, slippery rocks … What if Picasso rushed in? He hadn’t had swimming lessons yet. What if Mum rushed in after him and slipped? There she was, lying on the ground, her back broken over rainforest roots. She was out cold, phoneless, with a fractured skull, and I was the only one who knew where she was.

I put the phone in my shorts pocket, and went out the gate.

Under my feet the neat grass of other people’s lawns felt springy. It was like bouncing on a bed of new cushions. For a moment my spirits lifted. Rows of bins lined up for garbage night. Paths swept of leaves. Everything outside of me seemed in control, like a nicely ticked-off list.

At the end of the street the phone said to go right. Down the hill, on the other side of the road, a bank of sap green and cadmium yellow. Grass dazzled in the winter sun, as fluorescent, almost, as bacterial mangroves. I found a path and came to a little bridge with storybook wooden arches on both sides. Babbling below was Mum’s brook.

The bridge led to a dirt track, shadowed by trees. The creek was barely a trickle, just shiny pools in between rocks. I breathed out. Mum could hardly get carried away by the current.

I kept walking. Trees stood around, saying nothing. Pale trees with bark hanging in strips like bandages. Knobbly trees with needle leaves drooping like horsehair. The path darkened now, branches closing overhead. The air steamed and smelled of rot, something fermenting, almost as strong as wine. I saw no one. Everything was so still, like the moment before you take a breath. Or a hospital room when the person’s asleep.

Then a bird screamed, tearing a hole in the quiet.

I turned another corner and heard the sound of running water. Further up, the creek was flowing and sparks glanced off tumbling water. A little waterfall ran down the boulders of a far bank. I squinted into the sun, scanning the track. There! Wasn’t that a Mum-shaped patch of blue?

 I quickened up the path, about to call out, then stopped. Mum was hunched on a rock at the edge of the creek, crying. I knew she was crying because her shoulders were moving up and down and her back was caving in, not from a fracture but from shuddering breaths. Her head was in her hands. I couldn’t see Picasso anywhere.

My stomach turned to water. I wanted to run to her, but I didn’t want to see it. I couldn’t bear it. Please. Don’t let me find that little body floating facedown, breathing water instead of air.

‘Hey, sweetheart, so glad you came!’ Mum was looking at me, wiping her face. ‘Isn’t it beautiful here?’

‘Where’s Picasso?’

She pointed to a cluster of giant ferns, hairy and roped in by long roots flung down from the top.

‘But I don’t—’

Then I saw him. He was lurching in his puppy side-waddle in and out of trees. Every few seconds he stopped, nose to the ground. His tail wagging.

‘You’ve let him off the leash?’

‘Oh, don’t worry, he won’t go far. He loves it here, having a good old sniff. Watch out, he’s wet.’

‘But he hasn’t even had swimming lessons! He’s only six months old!’

 ‘Dogs know how to swim. They’re born that way. You better get used to it; spaniels love the water. It’s not deep here, anyway. Of course with a swimming pool or a strong current, you have to watch them closely.’

I didn’t want to think about swimming pools. I wanted to go on being relieved that everyone was safe.

Mum gave a watery smile.

‘But you were crying.’

‘I know. It happens when I’m alone. Doesn’t it happen to you?’

I shrugged, and looked away. If I let tears come, then everything would come with them. The hot summer afternoon, the sun as bright as a spotlight, my drawing, the drawing I’d been too interested in to look out the window.

I found a rock next to her, and made an effort. ‘I like these pine needles, they’re soft, like a carpet.’

Mum smiled. ‘They’re from the casuarinas. She-oaks. The needles are so delicate, aren’t they? And don’t you love those?’ She pointed to the giant ferns. ‘Tree ferns. They’re my favourite. See that new frond in the middle? Its whole life coiled up in there, waiting to unfurl.’

We looked together at the new frond, balled tight into a spiral at the top.

 ‘Makes me think of Henry,’ Mum went on, ‘you know, his little fists, how he used to curl up his hands and bunch them under his cheek when he slept. He always looked so fierce, like he was on guard.’

Even though I didn’t want him to, Henry tore through my mind. Waving those hands to music, picking up stray buttons, safety pins, biro caps, helping Mum childproof the house every morning. He never swallowed the stuff as she feared, but offered it to her gravely, as if handling explosives. He talked like a river as soon as he could say Mama, talked even at three in the morning, waking up to announce his favourite food was whatamelon, because you could drink it and eat it at the same time.

I smiled without meaning to. He always said whatamelon with an exclamation mark in his voice. Words were lollies. He was thrilled by new flavours. I glanced at Mum. Maybe she was thinking about whatamelon! Or his favourite song. Or his favourite book, The Muddle-headed Wombat. ‘I’m just a delicate little pussy,’ he said once, like poor sick Tabby Cat. Maybe he would have been a writer when he grew up. A journalist like Dad. He’d have done something with words, for sure, if his life had ever had a chance to unfurl.

 Mum stroked the top of my head. For a moment we leaned together, as quiet as the trees around us. Now, maybe now. I had such an urge to say what I was thinking. Remember when? Maybe I could tell her about what happened, the swimming pool, the drawing. The water was copper under the sun. Nothing moved. It was as if a secret waited behind the bush, behind the world, something holding its breath, barely there. The moment widened, leaching out into white at the edges like an old photo, leaving space here between us where words could drop like stones. I could say. She could hear. I could tell her. My heart was pounding …

There was a sudden plop in the water and Mum straightened up, pointing. ‘Oh look!’

A lizard like a dinosaur was climbing up onto a rock.

‘Water dragon,’ Mum breathed. It was so near, you could see the grey spikes at the base of its head. It looked like a warrior, or a tough old guy with tattoos. ‘So ancient,’ said Mum. ‘Like crocodiles. They’ve lived here forever.’

Suddenly the dragon turned towards us, as if about to say something. It stared straight at us with its yellow eyes. Although it looked fierce, I could see its little lungs working away, its sides swelling out and in as it breathed. I couldn’t hold its gaze. There was another plop as it slid into the water again. Another creature whose family had had years, centuries, for life to unfurl.

‘Well,’ said Mum, ‘I guess we better round up the hound and make our way home. Must be lunchtime, hey? You hungry?’

I shook my head. Sadness hunched in a lump at my throat. I couldn’t speak over or under it. We were three separate species, Mum and Picasso and me, each breathing away in our own habitats. It was the loneliest thing.

Picasso padded up and leaned against my leg. He was warm and round, like a teapot left to brew. I stroked his head. It was bony under my hand. Then he lay down, spreading out over my bare feet like bathwater.


[image: Image]



It was hard to get to sleep that night. I thought about what Dr Ramond had said about Time Helping and Doing New Things to Distract You. But it seemed to me that as time went on nothing got better or easier. All the new things piled up on top of the old things like rubbish. Then it slimed into quicksand, sucking at your legs.

 I tried to think about the calm surface of the creek and how the whole sky had been mirrored inside it, as if someone had turned the world upside down. Trees grew down instead of up, clouds melted into the ground.

How could you paint the shine on water? It was better to think about that than how to cope with new people who weren’t sad or interested in managing bacteria or how to keep a dog away from it. How did you talk to new people about new things if your head wouldn’t let you? New people just had no idea what it was like to have lived with a little boy who was once so loud and here and alive. And then wasn’t.

I wished I could make everything stand still. I wished I had a magic wand that could freeze us back in time, back before the swimming pool and the drawing, the cough that went on and on getting wetter and gluggier like quicksand, like he was drowning, back before the ambulance in the middle of the night with the red siren flashing like a heartbeat gone wild.
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On Sunday morning, I heard Picasso howl from the laundry. Cold grey light glimmered through the curtains. It was six am.

Boom, he hurled himself at the door like a grenade.

I leaped up and hurried down the hall. Mum needed a proper sleep-in.

The cork floor was freezing under my feet. When I opened the laundry door, Picasso leaped at me in a frenzy, like a lifer sprung from prison. I’d told him we all went to our own rooms at night but maybe he didn’t know what night was, or how long it would last.

When he’d finished running, he went to get his teddy. Sleepily I threw and tugged. His teeth were clamped so hard at his end that when I pulled the teddy up in the air, he rose too.

‘Wait a minute,’ I said. ‘I’m freezing. Dressing-gown and tea first.’

His face went, ‘What?’ He watched me, appalled, as I trudged into the kitchen.

While I drank my tea I tried to play tug-of-war using my toes instead of my hands. I’ve got prehensile toes. Harry Houdini had them too. His toes allowed him to untie knots in a split second and escape. I know because once Dad wrote an article about Houdini, ordering handcuffs over the internet and asking us to lock him to table legs, and time his escape.

Maybe that’s what Mum had wanted to do. Escape. For months after the tragedy, she’d taken little ‘absences’, as she called them, like truanting from school. Her body stayed but her mind wandered off. You could tell she was listening to something so loud inside her she couldn’t hear anything over it. I’d find her in her room, under the covers. When she came out she looked lost, as if she’d forgotten her way to the kitchen. She was as silent as a cupboard. An empty one. At first, I’d been scared. But she’d snapped back to normal like elastic. Maybe that was due to her acting training.

 For me, silence has an echo. It hangs around, calling the roll.

‘Mum is much better now,’ I told Picasso. ‘She has a job and a schedule.’ I got up quickly so I wouldn’t keep thinking about the past. Picasso shadowed me like a private detective, his breath hot on my heels. ‘Come on,’ I said, ‘you and me are going out.’

He cocked his head at me anxiously. Then he turned and padded straight down the hallway to Mum’s door.

I ran after him on tiptoes. ‘We’re letting Mum sleep in,’ I whispered, pulling him away. ‘Sometimes you have to do things you’re scared of. Don’t worry. Sometimes it even works out well.’ I tried to sound as if this was going to be one of those times. But halfway up the hall Picasso sat down like a political protester.

I had a brainwave then. I picked up the squawking chicken toy and threw it into the kitchen. His tail did a mini hula hoop as he raced to fetch it. ‘Good work,’ I told him. ‘Now we’re off to explore.’ I patted the phone in my pocket. ‘It’ll be all right. We’ve got backup.’

Did you know that smiling, even if you don’t want to, helps you feel more cheerful? Dad told me that before he left for Pakistan. He said studies showed that smiling reminded your face what happiness feels like. If Picasso could wag his tail I could smile.

The phone said five streets to the long grasses and a green reserve at the top. If you kept going past the reserve, you’d end up at the dam. But of course you could always turn around there, and come back.

‘Let’s go,’ I said casually, as if we did this all the time.

We were on our way.

The early morning was frosty. Little diamonds of ice made the grass crunch. I zipped my jacket to the top. Three doors up we passed the wedding cake − Dad’s name for it − a huge, sparkly white two-storey house with trimmings round the windows like icing. It was a perfect fairytale house. Probably a perfect family lived inside. At the corner we crossed over and there were the hanging geranium pots. We passed hedges clipped into emerald cubes, and a house with a real rose garden. Pyrrol Scarlet roses. I leaned over the wall to smell one. It was shocking how good it smelled − expensive, delicious. Sunlight was melting it, bringing out its flavour.

Picasso tugged at the leash. He was more interested in sniffing the smashed beer bottle in the grass. I grabbed it just in time. He did a wee on the dirt where he’d found it.

 ‘Good boy, wee outside!’ I cried, as if he’d just won the Olympics.

I checked the map − so far so good. All quiet on Woodbine Street.

At my old place, by now, we’d have passed Ahmed loading up his ute, and a knot of men in suits waiting for the bus. There’d be young women running along concrete footpaths in skirts and trainers, high heels in their bags. Shop owners would be slinging their wad of keys, an explosion of steel grates rolling up as they unlocked for the day. There’d be the clang of trains behind us and turbo cars revving at the lights.

Picasso stopped to sniff under a tree. The roots sprawled through the grass, ancient like bird toes. We both watched a lizard dart near our feet, and disappear. Henry used to be able to catch lizards in his fingers. It was a miracle of a thing. With Henry, there was no space between wanting and acting. He was an electric wire, always switched on. ‘Nice lizzy, dat one,’ he’d say, inspecting the little creature in the prison of his palm. Then he’d open his hands to freedom.

Picasso and I both started at the sound of a screen door banging.

 A man came out of the house right in front of us, followed by a teenager with shiny hair. Healthy as a vitamin ad. A woman hurried after them with a little boy waddling behind, a teddy under his arm. They were all smiling, and you could tell it wasn’t because they were trying to cheer up their facial muscles.

Picasso stared at them. He even sat down to get more comfortable while he did it. He’d probably never seen so many happy people in one place. I wanted to tell him to stop, it was rude, but I didn’t know how.

They were coming towards us down the drive. Just then the little boy saw Picasso and gave a shout of delight. ‘Doggie!’ he screamed, waving his teddy, running at Picasso like a missile.

In one heartbeat Picasso leaped into the air with terror, and began to bark. The sound of him was horrifying − sharp serrated scream-barks, like a power tool cutting through wood. If only he was free, his eyes said, rolling back in his head, he’d tear the world apart. The little boy skidded to a stop and screamed. The mother scooped him up to safety. Four sets of healthy wholesome eyes turned towards me, glaring.

‘I’m so sorry!’ I shouted over the barking. ‘DOG SUFFERED TRAUMA WHEN YOUNG.’ Why had I started speaking in headlines? ‘Sorry! Sorry!’ I tugged at the lead, desperate to get him away from the scene of the crime. ‘Let’s go! Sorry!’

I was yanking the lead so hard it choked him but still he barked, arff-arffing now in a strangled, hoarse whisper as the collar flew off over his head. Free and fired-up, he whirled straight back to the family, howling like an animal with rabies. I flung myself on him, picking him up and pelting away along the neatly cut grass, past another whitewashed house, a picket fence, a sculptured waterfall trickling gently over rocks until I turned the corner and could no longer see the horrible healthy faces of the perfect family.

I stopped and sank onto the grass. Picasso came to stand on my leg, sniffing me madly. ‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘I understand. It’s your anxiety. It’s my fault.’ He licked my face. He must have liked the salt running down it. I was so numb now I didn’t even care about the staphylococcus on his tongue.

‘Those people weren’t going to hurt you,’ I told him. ‘But you can’t help it now. All your life you’ll have to carry this burden − fear of loud noises, speeding objects, a sense of impending doom. Every surprise will be a bad one. I’m so sorry.’

 We sat for a while, listening to the waterfall and the magpies warbling on the rock above it. It was as if someone had cut us out of this perfect world and pasted us on another page. Everyone else was in colour. We were in black and white.

Picasso fell asleep with his head on my knee. I didn’t want to disturb him, so I got my book from my backpack and did some half-hearted sketches: a Yersinia pestis canoe rowed by a garden gnome, box hedges cut like coffins at a funeral. Instead of green I made the hedges black. I opened the lid of one and put a perfect family of four inside. My heart was yelling, What a dreadful thing to do, you should be ashamed! but I buried them anyway. There were thuds in my ears like shovelfuls of earth ploshing on a grave. My HB pencil showed dark and definite on the page, hard as the end of the world.

I slammed the book shut and woke Picasso. He sprang to attention as if I’d rung a bell. I felt angry, dirty, wrong. We walked fast along the road and I only just remembered to look at the street sign as we turned left. We stopped, gazing together at the path ahead of us − the beginning of grass and the end of houses.

The reserve. My heart lifted a little. At least we were going in the right direction. At least that bit was going to plan.

But standing at the fence of the last house was a woman. She was leaning forward to get a better look at us, her elbows resting on ivy-covered planks. Her head was tipped to one side like a bird sizing up a worm. We took ages to reach her. Any minute Picasso would spot her and bark. She looked old. He might give her a heart attack. I just wanted to get there and pass her. I wanted her to be behind us, like the perfect family.

As we neared her, my head ducked as if a blow was coming. There was the creak of a gate opening, and the woman was taking a step towards us.

‘NO! WATCH OUT FOR MAD DOG!’

It was too late. As she reached out to stroke Picasso, he began to bark like a demon.

The woman gazed at him. She kept her head tilted to one side, her neck jutted forward. I realised with a jolt that her spine must be stuck at this angle so when she turned she’d have to swivel her whole body.

‘Picasso, stop it! Come here!’ I jerked him back but he was still frothing like a werewolf.

The woman turned away and plucked some sprigs from a plant with creamy flowers. Picasso watched her every move. When he’d made sure she was no longer interested in running him over, he stopped barking. It was like someone cutting the volume to a heavy metal track. My ears rang.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I began.

The woman waved her hand, still concentrating on the bush. ‘He’s just a nervy little thing. We’ll give him a moment. There, see?’

Picasso was sniffing at the long grass near her feet. When she slowly turned towards him, and held her hand to him, he put his nose into it.

‘I smell of fertiliser,’ she laughed. ‘Yum, yum.’

When she looked at me, she could only raise her eyes up, not her neck, as if a ceiling was permanently lowered on her head. It must be so uncomfortable, I thought, like living in a straitjacket, or being trussed up inside one of Houdini’s escape acts.

Then she smiled and her whole face lit up. She must have been very old, with her long white hair tied back in a ponytail and her poor stiff neck, but there was something lively about her, sort of excited, as if she’d just made an important discovery about the universe and wanted to share it with you.

‘What’s your dog’s name?’

 ‘Picasso.’

‘Fancy that! I had a print of Picasso’s dachshund hanging up at my surgery.’ She leaned against the gum tree and rubbed her back along it, up and down, then side to side. I couldn’t help letting out a snort of laughter − the only other creature I’d seen do this was a black bear in a wildlife documentary.

She laughed too. ‘Good way to get a back scratch when you just can’t reach. There, that’s better. I haven’t seen you or Picasso before, are you new here?’

‘Yes. Gosh, a surgery. Are you a doctor? What luck! Oh, I mean …’ I couldn’t help beaming at her. She was practically a neighbour … all kinds of possibilities crowded into my mind. By car it would take only about two minutes to get here in a nocturnal emergency.

‘Vet. Retired now though.’

‘Oh.’ Never mind, this was second best. Science was her subject. If something happened to Picasso …

‘He is a nervy dog,’ I blurted. ‘He’s not supposed to be, with his weather gauge set to sunny and all, but I’m a terrible dog walker and nearly got him run over on his first walk with me.’ I could hear myself gushing on, as if I was in church confessing to a priest or something. ‘I let go of the leash and this car came speeding up the hill …’

 The woman listened all the way to the end. Then she shook her head. ‘What bad luck. Looks fine to me. He’s a lucky dog − you’re very patient letting him stop and sniff. Most people want to get the walk over and done with, pulling the poor things along behind like luggage.’

‘He sniffs everything.’

She nodded. ‘Smelling is everything to a dog.’ She took a deep breath and spluttered, raising up her hands. ‘Imagine if someone led you to a beautiful lookout − like the Blue Mountains or the Amalfi coast − then tugged you away before you even got a glimpse of the view. Well, for a dog that view is on the ground. Dogs’ noses are brilliant − they can smell sickness, sadness, fear—’

‘Is it catching? I mean, could a sad person pass it on like germs? Like, infect him?’

The woman looked at me. ‘Dogs are simple souls. We’re all nervous when we do something for the first time. You’re just getting to know each other.’

I nodded, to show her I was trying to be reassured. She was so nice, she had the kind of face you wanted to tell your whole life to.

‘Have you taken him to puppy classes?’

‘Only one. We haven’t got round to more. Mum had to do some late shifts and then …’

 ‘Use treats to make him come when you call. Bring them on a walk − it’ll help stop him barking. Distract him with a gentle tap on the side here, then give him a treat when you think he’s about to bark. Do it before he barks.’

‘Oh, but I haven’t got …’

‘I think I’ve still got some inside. I don’t have my lovely lab with me anymore, but—’

‘You do experiments at home?’

She laughed. ‘No, I meant my labrador, Bess. She was such a glutton, you could make her obey any command with a dried chicken strip. I think I’ve still got some in the kitchen. I always thought one day I’d get another dog … I’ve still got her rug, her old winter coats … It’s comforting, the memory, you know. Just a minute, I’ll get some treats for you to take.’

I started to protest but she’d turned her whole body around and was slowly making her way across the garden, disappearing through the back door. Picasso looked up and whined. He’d grown fond of her already − I knew how he felt. We both looked about her garden while she was gone. There was the back-scratching flowering gum, and bushes polka-dotted with orange flowers with bright black centres, and a palm tree that made you think of lying in a hammock in the tropics. The grass was so long it swayed in the breeze.

She came back and called to Picasso, showing him what was in her hand. He flew towards her, an iron filing to a magnet. ‘Good boy!’ she cried, ‘good boy!’ She did this seven times, with lots of praise, and then gave me a little blue velvet pouch, still half full of the treats.

‘If you keep walking up this reserve, then turn right, you’ll eventually come to the dam. That’s a lovely walk too.’

‘Oh no,’ I blurted without thinking. ‘I hate large bodies of water.’

‘Oh?’

‘Once we went to stay at my mum’s friend’s place and they had a swimming pool and I was meant to be looking after my little brother and there was a breezeway next to the kitchen where I was drawing, they called it a breezeway because it was open to the porch and the garden and the, and the water …’

But the woman’s face was changing as my words tumbled out, as if she was standing in a field under a changing sky − midday sun, clouds flying in on a wind, sky darkening to purple, rain and tears, coughing … The woman was coughing, her poor back arched over. She couldn’t get her breath, she was drawing long rasping scrapes like nails down a chalkboard, or like a siren screaming through the night.

Oh, what had I done? Picasso began to bark, and suddenly everything that had been peaceful and forgiving turned to dark.

‘What should I do?’ I cried. ‘Tell me what should I do!’

The old woman tried to speak, lifted her hand, but she couldn’t stop coughing.

A man was running up from the grassy kerb. I called out to him, ‘Help!’ and then I saw the leather jacket and long thin cheeks.

‘Oh, you again,’ the man said. ‘Get that dog away.’

Picasso started to howl and bark at the same time, and lunge forward as if to devour him.

‘You should see the doctor,’ the man growled at the woman. But he kept frowning at Picasso. He sucked in his cheeks, glancing at Picasso as if he were a loaded gun.

‘Oh, Malcolm,’ rasped the woman. ‘Stop it.’ She was wiping her streaming face. ‘Ridiculous. I’ll be fine in a minute.’

‘Doctor? What’s wrong?’ I said.

Malcolm ignored me, taking the woman’s arm.

‘Oh, it’s just a silly cough,’ she gasped. ‘I’m all right. Talk again …’

 Malcolm pulled her along like I pulled at Picasso, irritated, worried, cross. She was trying to look back, give a little wave, but her poor neck wouldn’t do what she wanted and I could see her shoulders give in to Malcolm and she sagged, becoming a meek and mild old lady, a jumble of old lavender shirt and gardening pants with no spark of discovery about the universe or its animals, being led back to her bed.
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The next morning I couldn’t wait to go back and see how she was. But the house was all shut up. Picasso stood at the fence, trying to peer through the cracks. He sniffed the weeds and lifted his nose, whuffling the air. The morning was grey, matted with cloud.

‘Nothing doing,’ I told him. I hauled him up so he could take in the empty garden and the closed back door. ‘See?’

He didn’t want to hear the truth. He sat down to concentrate on her house. If he kept looking, his eyes said, she would appear.

‘This is becoming a habit of yours,’ I said. ‘You’re just not accepting the facts. You could join a cult. Like the flat earth society. Or climate deniers.’ Even the palm tree looked closed down, not festive like yesterday with its leaves like streamers, the sun shouting all over them.

My yesterday words flooded back. A familiar heavy feeling in my stomach told me it was my fault she’d stopped breathing. My words, drowning her. ‘We don’t even know her name.’

Picasso sighed, his whiskers wobbling.

‘Well,’ I told him, trying for Mum’s hearty tone, ‘that nice lady is a vet, so she’d want us to use the information she gave us to make improvements.’ I pulled at his lead. ‘It’s what scientists do.’ But he wouldn’t budge.

My heart boomed in my chest. I straightened my back. I knew I was about to do something new. An experiment.

I let the leash go, on purpose, and took two steps forward. Showing him the treat in my hand I said, ‘Come.’

He did!

I did it again. And again he came to me. We walked on, and I stopped to repeat the exercise every few steps. Sometimes I commanded him to stay and sit as well. I used the hand. He obeyed me each time, his body quivering with the terrible effort of waiting, his eyes fixed on the treat. When he ran to me, his tail even wagged. I felt a small rise in my spirits, conjuring up her smile and congratulations. You’re very patient … he’s lucky. A tingly lightness trickled down my arms, as if a bit of the burden I’d been carrying had lifted. I started to run and wave my arms about like a seagull, and Picasso galloped along with me. We ran all the way to the end of the reserve.

In the afternoon we went back, and the next morning too. I was getting used to the steeling of my insides, the heavy thud of disappointment at the closed door, then the training of Picasso. That made it better. Lighter. I was being her while she was gone.

In the late afternoon of the following day, my third-last before starting school, the woman was standing like a reward at the gate.

‘There you are!’ she called as we raced towards her.

Picasso hurled himself at her, his paws stretching right up to her thighs.

‘Down,’ she commanded, and wouldn’t look at him until he did. Then, ‘Sit.’ He did everything like clockwork as if he were a toy dog.

‘Good boy!’ She took a treat from her pocket and tickled him under the ears. A wriggle of pure joy went through him. My face wriggled too − dog-joy is catching.

 ‘You’ve been doing some good work,’ she said.

‘Oh no, it was you, but anyway are you all right now?’ I couldn’t help babbling. ‘Did you go to the doctor? What’s your name?’

She laughed. ‘Peggy. And yes, I’m taking antibiotics. I took a while to get onto them because I had something viral to start with, and what with so many people taking antibiotics when the problem’s not bacterial …’

‘Yes, I know, overuse encourages superbugs,’ I said, as if this was just another normal piece of information like blue mixed with yellow makes green, but really the idea of super bacteria, resistant to antibiotics, was so devastating that I tried never to think about it. I felt my mouth turn down even though I didn’t want it to.

‘It’s fascinating what researchers are discovering,’ Peggy went on. ‘I was reading just yesterday that Tasmanian devil’s milk could be lethal for superbugs.’

‘What?’

Peggy nodded. ‘Peptides in the milk can kill really bad bacteria, like golden staph.’

‘Oh my God, staphylococcus? But that’s incredible, that’s fantastic!’ I felt like hugging her.

‘Still, Malcolm was right. Sometimes you shouldn’t wait too long before you see the doctor.’

 ‘That Malcolm, is he your son?’ It seemed logical but I just couldn’t imagine how a man like him could come from a woman like her.

‘No, no relation. He’s my neighbour. He’s very kind, but sometimes, well, just a bit too kind.’ She grinned.

I didn’t know what she meant, as he didn’t seem to be very kind at all, quite the opposite, but I wanted to get back to more interesting subjects.

‘So which antibiotics are you on?’

‘Some brand of penicillin, I think.’

I have to tell you just that word excites me − I mean, penicillin changed everything, and only because a scientist forgot a dish of staph left out on the windowsill. We had a good talk about that, and the amazing fact that hunting dogs have 300 million smelling cells in their noses compared to us who only have 6 million, and sometimes I didn’t know if I wanted to be a scientist or an artist when I grew up.

‘Why can’t you be both?’ said Peggy. ‘They have lots in common. Both study nature − its wonders, its lucky accidents. Look at the penicillin discovery!’

Peggy was beaming away at the thought of ‘accidents’, but I felt myself dim. Some accidents can never be fixed. Or bring new life. They just lie there, broken, for your heart to trip over in the dark.

‘Are you in high school yet?’ Peggy tucked back a coil of hair that had sprung from her headband. Her fingers left a grey smudge on her forehead from her weeding.

I nodded. ‘Year Seven. I’ll be going to Oatfield High.’

‘Oh, you haven’t started there yet?’

A shiver of alarm shot through me. I wished we didn’t have to talk about that. ‘Luckily I got a cold the first week we moved here,’ I said.

Peggy snorted. ‘Luckily.’

‘And then Dad had to go overseas, and everything got really busy.’ I thought of him tearing round the house, searching in boxes and under beds for his passport, singlets and alligator socks. Only a few days later he was saying goodbye, with a lot of ‘sorrys’ and ‘awful time to leave you both’, his eyebrows going up and down like windscreen wipers in a storm.

‘How long will he be away?’ Peggy asked.

‘I’m not sure. A few more weeks? Mum’s started moping, though. She stopped unpacking boxes and sits at the kitchen table forgetting to drink her tea.’

Peggy made a sympathetic sound. ‘It’s such a chaotic time, moving. She misses him. You too, I imagine.’

 ‘Well, yes! He hadn’t thought this job would come through so soon. He’s gone to Pakistan − investigating vaccines, and something else I can’t remember. But I told Mum she wouldn’t notice so much if we got on with all the work at home. She said I should start school but I said it was still a bit wintry outside and what with my cold lingering on I could get complications and anyway, I was much more useful helping with the unpacking than starting a new school with a new set of germs right before the holidays.’ I took a breath.

‘I’m sure,’ murmured Peggy solemnly. But her eyes didn’t look solemn. ‘You’ll enjoy school once you get going. Especially science − you’ll be using Bunsen burners, cooking up chemicals …’

‘Yes, but I won’t know anybody. Not that I … but I hate having to meet a whole bunch of new people all at once.’

Peggy looked thoughtful. ‘You know, when I walk into a room of strangers I think about how everyone is more like me than not. We’re all breathing the same air, our bodies behaving the same way …’ Peggy stopped, and lifted her face, sniffing the breeze like Picasso. ‘Smell that? Curry − they’re having curry for dinner next door. You’re smelling it too, right?’

When we went up north, Henry could smell Mum’s chicken cuwwy everywhere. Dad said the smell wasn’t curry, just the fields of sugar cane steaming in the hot wind but Henry didn’t want to hear it, he wanted to imagine lots of mummies cooking cuwwies all over Cairns.

‘Indian curries,’ said Peggy, ‘they’re my favourite. Fish vindaloo. I like strong flavours, do you?’

When they took Henry away in the ambulance, he’d only had his socks on. The pink ones with roses, because Mum had thought he was going to be a girl. Find his shoes, find his shoes, she’d cried, running around in circles, but Dad caught her arm and yanked her to a stop. For God’s sake, he won’t need them. Henry never came home. His new shoes were still in Mum’s wardrobe, sitting on top of the box of his cardigans and singlets and shorts and bear called Bear. His shoes looked like toys. How did ten little toes fit in each? His toes. He was real. But Henry wasn’t smelling curry now. He wasn’t sharing our air. He was nowhere, all alone. How do you make use of an accident like that?

‘I better get home,’ I said. ‘It was great meeting you.’

Peggy nodded and smiled up at me from under her ceiling.

I stood there, stuck between going and staying. Tree shadows stretched long and spindly over the grass. Dark was coming. I felt stabbed, right behind my eyes. I said nothing, but I watched Peggy go up the steps to her door, the yellow square of light blooming like something to hang on to in her kitchen window.
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A fine spray of rain drifted under the bus window, sprinkling my knees. I wished I’d worn the thick tights Mum laid out for me last night. The glass was stuck and I only managed to slide it closed when the bus pulled up outside Oatfield High.

I hugged the new blazer around me. As I trailed through the school gates I thought about Mum waving goodbye this morning and Picasso licking my ear and Dad on the other side of the planet with his shaky FaceTime and homesickness, all of us breathing the same Earth air. I wanted to think of anything except crossing this asphalt playground. Battleground.

To my left were shelters with low slatted seats where navy-tunicked girls slouched and smirked. They were all old, tall, loud, maybe Year Twelve − they were a lifetime away and this was an ocean I had to swim before getting to shore, the library, a safe house. It was taking ages.

You think everyone is looking at you, sizing you up, Mum said last night, but they’re much more concerned with their own foibles …

What’s foibles? Well, I really couldn’t be bothered about some old Shakespeare word, and then Dad rang, and Mum went into the bedroom to talk wearing that private look that closed her face like a door. ‘She’s turning the corner, I think,’ I heard her saying. Where was I supposed to be going?

The library. Find the library. I headed past the canteen and the smell of fried onion, up some stairs. I turned right, traipsing past the windows of empty classrooms and a wall of lockers.

By 8.55 am I’d found it. The library was noisy for a quiet place. People pushed past, rushing out for class, stifling laughter. They left behind a smudge of apple cores and fading body heat. I zigzagged the line of shelves, and spied a quiet corner in non-fiction, near World War II, 940.53.

Below the window was a square of peace, inhabited by two mustard armchairs and a table in between. This was where I’d head at lunchtime. I’d call it home. It wouldn’t move or disappear. Its shelves were full of people who’d already lived their lives, fought and argued and cried and died. Now they stayed where they were, like people at the cemetery.
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‘How was your day?’ Mum asked as I walked in the door. Her hair wasn’t brushed and bits were springing up to attention. Everything else of her had been lying down, having a little absence.

‘Good!’ I lied.

Picasso leaped at my knees, then sped around the kitchen so fast he banged headfirst into the fridge and fell over. We laughed at him, and Mum’s face relaxed. It was a good moment, so I didn’t tell her how starting the new high school was as bad as moving house, or even countries, seven times a day. My last school had been much smaller, just a quadrangle away from my primary school. At Oatfield, you had to cross half a football field to get from English to Science. Actually, Science was kind of amazing. But not for the reasons Peggy had said.

 ‘Oatfield High is huge,’ I said. ‘I need a map!’ It was true − only I had no urge to draw it. Nothing interesting, only hard grey walls drained of colour like people in shock.

‘It’s much bigger than your last one,’ said Mum, nodding. ‘It’s hard to learn a new school. Especially in term three. Maybe we should have waited …’ She bit her lip. Then in her hearty tone, ‘Well, what was the best lesson of the day? Did you have Art?’

‘No, but Science was good.’ I’d tried to concentrate on Mrs Pozniak’s blue necklace, how it had caught the light coming through the window. ‘We talked about penicillin. And dead bacteria.’

Mum sighed.

‘But we’ll be doing experiments soon,’ I said quickly. ‘Making things. Lava lamps, Mrs Pozniak said. You know, those ones filled with gloopy liquid.’

Mum looked more interested, so I told her how some liquids don’t mix because their atoms are different. Like, if you add sugar to water, it changes, becoming heavier. And if you make up jars of water with different amounts of sugar and pour them into test tubes, adding a dye to each − blue, red, purple − sugary liquids settle at the bottom, and lighter ones lie in stripes on top. The whole thing looks amazing, like a vertical rainbow.

 ‘But the stuff in lava lamps doesn’t lie flat.’ Mum frowned. ‘It’s always moving.’

‘I’m getting to that.’ Mum always wanted to arrive at the end too quickly. In my opinion the end is only satisfying if you know the whole story. ‘In lava lamps you use the same principle but completely different liquids like oil and water and when you drop spoonfuls of salt—’

‘When we were teenagers, Dad bought an old lava lamp at Vinnies,’ Mum said. ‘He put it in his room. We used to go in there to study. Well, pretend to.’ She giggled.

‘Erk.’ I guessed she didn’t want to know about the salt.

‘We were so young when we met. Isn’t it incredible that we’re still together!’

‘But you’re not,’ I pointed out, ‘he’s 11,018 kilometres away,’ and then wished I hadn’t. She turned and went into the kitchen, so I went to my room where Picasso was curled up, nose to tail, like a comma.

He slept on the end of my bed now, on top of a big bath towel. He liked it heaps better than the laundry. I told myself his germs would stay on the towel, and you could wash that, plus I wouldn’t have to worry if he was cold or lonely or being bitten by a funnel web and succumbing to lockjaw at the loneliest end of the house. Mum looked pleased when I suggested the new evening arrangements. I was a bit surprised. ‘Don’t worry, Picasso’s germs won’t travel,’ she grinned. ‘They’re homebodies.’ I was supposed to laugh but some subjects are way too serious.

I settled on the bed with Picasso, and his warmth seeped into my stomach. Dogs make you happier just by watching them. But dogs are scary because you have to look after them.

I closed my eyes and tried to breathe like Picasso. He took breaths in little bunches, like stitches in a pulled seam. Then there was a great gap, and even his heart seemed to stop. Maybe he was having a car nightmare. I wished I could ask him.

I would have liked to tell Mum about the terrible thing that happened after the lava lamps, the burning embarrassment of it, because Dad said recounting the story of something awful makes it easier to bear. But the awful thing had bacteria in it, so I told Picasso instead.

‘What are the greatest scientific discoveries of the twentieth century?’ Mrs Pozniak had asked before we even sat down. She shot the question out like a bullet, bam. I didn’t answer straightaway − my heart was banging too hard at just the thought of raising my hand. But when a boy called Brent Berford yelled out, ‘Laxatives!’ and Sam made a fart noise under his arm, louder than a gunshot, I couldn’t keep quiet.

In the silence after Brent’s remark, Ms Pozniak’s lip had trembled. I couldn’t bear it. She looked so young. Two brown plaits lay like rulers down her chest, the blue bead necklace tight at her throat. You could see with each smartarse suggestion her lip trembled more, until I was sure she would cry.

‘Penicillin!’ I cried. In the shattering silence, my voice was a trumpet. I heard myself go on and on − the petri dish, the glittering blue mould like a halo on top, the evil bacteria crushed forever below. I knew I should stop but somehow I had no control. Penicillin was bigger than me.

When I finished there was a loud snort, exploding into laughter. Ms Pozniak and I both went scarlet. Mine was from embarrassment and fury − why did I do this to myself, why did I throw penicillin before this class of raging E. coli? They didn’t even deserve to know, they didn’t.

But I think Ms Pozniak went scarlet with gladness. Her lip firmed up and she stood taller, flicking back her plaits so they hung wild and thrilled over her shoulders.

 For the rest of the lesson I was careful not to say a word, which was hard as Ms Pozniak kept looking at me after practically every sentence. When it seemed safe I nodded at her enthusiastically, but that Brent boy caught me and began nodding too. Only he did it like a demented parrot. Sam cracked up so hard he could have been having a stroke. When the bell rang and we trooped out, I saw a bunch of girls laughing at me.

Maybe if I didn’t say another word for the whole year the memory of this day would fade. Or, what if I did something incredibly cool − could my past self be eradicated like smallpox? I trailed over to the door, trying so hard to feel better that I nearly missed out on the one good thing to happen all day.

I decided not to tell Picasso this part. If you tell the good things, especially the spectacular, private ones, they lose their shine.

This thing, you might think it small. It will probably seem like nothing. It happened so fast that if I’d kept my head down, looking at my shoes, I would have missed it. But I just happened to look up, as if someone had called my name.

And I turned around.

I don’t know what made me turn. There was just a pull, like something tugging at the sleeve of my mind. A ripple, a glint on water, over before it began. But it flipped my heart like a fish. And everything changed.

I turned and saw a boy unfold himself like a deck chair, slow and easy. As he stood, he kept going up and up. He had a long thin face, sharp cheekbones as if cut from stone. But it was his eyes that I noticed. One green, one grey. They caught mine and creased at the corners with a half-smile. It wasn’t a mocking smile. It was … friendly. Like he knew me. Like he was waving across the seas, from his island to mine.

When I looked away, everything was different.
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I didn’t see him again all week. I don’t know why, because he was in the same year as me. Every day I looked out for him. About a zillion times I took out that smile of his, and polished it. Like a lucky charm, I carried it with me. I hoped it might help me get through Maths and History and lunch and the damage I’d done to Science.

But he wasn’t there. I began to wonder if I’d imagined him. My courage leaked out through my eyes and I had to go to the bubblers a lot, to get rid of the leak. Mostly, I moved about in a kind of daze, taking my island with me. It floated under my feet like a shadow. Across the sea other people walked and talked.

Down the corridors and across the playground girls moved around arm in arm, like walking walls. There was no chink to get through. They’d had half a year already to cement their friendships, hadn’t they?

No one knew me. I started checking in windows as I walked past, to make sure I was there. I got to thinking about that girl at my old primary school who went around with a white sheet over her head. She even wore it to camp. It hung all the way down to her knees. Everyone tried to get her to take it off but she refused. She’d even made two holes for her eyes so she wouldn’t bash into trees. She wore it for the whole week and wasn’t allowed in any of the good games. ‘I don’t care,’ she said, her mouth sucking in white sheet as she breathed. ‘Ghosts don’t play games.’

At lunchtime I went to the library. World War II was empty, so I sat down on one of the mustard vinyl armchairs with my sketchbook and Derwents. No one disturbed me. I guess no one else was interested in World War II. I didn’t mind being a ghost here. It was quite handy, really, not having to explain what I was doing or why I was drawing glittering blue haloes or hedges that looked like coffins.
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On Tuesday, when I went to the library, the boy was there. I spotted him straightaway − just the back of him − hunched over a desk. I knew it was him because he looked so tall, even sitting down. His brown hair curled over his collar, his arms were long and loose on the desk. I passed him on the way to World War II. He was sucking his pen, staring at Ezy Maths Tutoring.

If he looks up, I thought, I might stop and sit down on that chair next to him.

He didn’t look up.

I sat down anyway. ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘What are you doing, homework?’ My hand reached out for the book, even before I told it to.

‘Catching up. Supposed to be.’ He gave a long wintry sigh, his voice cracking on the last word. But he snapped the book shut. A sheet of paper flew out and landed on the floor between us.

I dived to get it, and our elbows clanged. His was so sharp it hurt. I stumbled, and knocked over his satchel. A packet of coloured pencils fell out and went rolling across the carpet.

‘God, sorry!’ But as I bent to pick them up, I couldn’t help looking at the page in my hand. Halfway down, after a row of equivalent fractions, he’d made a 7 into a dog. It was running after a 4 that had become a truck.

‘Oh, that’s good.’ I laughed with surprise.

He gave a quick smile like a lizard disappearing through a crack. You wondered if you’d really seen it, or just imagined it. He held out his hand for the paper. I gave it to him, even though I didn’t want to. I’d have liked to take it home.

‘Do you draw a lot?’

He shrugged. Gosh, he was handsome. He made it look easy. With a sigh, he opened up his book again.

‘Do you like Art better than Maths?’

The quick-lizard smile.

‘So, where have you been? Were you sick?’

‘Yeah.’

‘What, a cold? Flu? Are you on antibiotics? Are you okay now?’

‘Yeah, good.’ But his face had shut down. He looked hunted, as if he’d been caught stealing.

‘Well, this season is treacherous,’ − oh, there was my mother again, please don’t mention the wrathful nipping cold − ‘you know, barren winter with its wrathful …’

He stared at me for a moment like he couldn’t believe his ears, then turned and picked up the book. It was like putting up a wall. Who could blame him? But really, he should have something warmer on if he’d just been sick − the library was icy. There were goosebumps on his arms. His hands looked strong, wiry. Like he’d been lifting rocks. There were little cuts on his knuckles. He picked up his pen, tapped it against the desk. He probably wished I’d buzz off.

But now, didn’t his legs shift over a bit on the chair, as if making space for mine? Wasn’t that sigh the accepting kind? My courage was flowing back in, there, behind my eyes, under my tongue. ‘So, what’s your name? Mine’s Frances.’

He frowned.

‘Frances is spelt with an e, by the way. If you spell it with an i it’s for a boy. But it sounds the same no matter how you spell it …’ I trailed off.

‘I’m Kit.’ He smiled, but still it felt like he was giving away a secret. Reluctantly.

‘Kit,’ I said, trying it out. ‘Nice. Do you like your name? You think anyone really likes their names? I mean, a name’s a label, like it could sum up a person, but how could a parent know who their baby will grow up to be?’

The skin around his eyes crinkled, but he didn’t answer.

I tried to think of a new topic. I wish I hadn’t said baby. Not now. Outside, the sun must have gone behind a cloud because Kit’s green eye darkened with the room, turning to jade. It was fascinating how he changed with the light.

Somehow the less he spoke, the more I did. I had to make him feel safer, as if he was a rare wild animal come into town for the first time. I wanted to pat him. Make him stay.

‘I’m new here,’ I said. ‘Oh, I don’t mean to this library. I come here every day. Usually I sit in World War II.’

He looked up, startled.

‘Oh, I mean over there with the armchairs.’ I pointed, meaning to laugh but I snorted instead. God, I sounded like a horse with the flu. ‘It sucks being new.’

He nodded, and took out his exercise book, scribbling something in it.

A new shaft of sunlight streamed in from the window, trapping tiny, wriggling dust motes. They settled on the carpet and fed the mites living there. Usually I didn’t like thinking about dust mites or their poo, or skin flakes or dog hairs floating in the air. But somehow, right then, I didn’t mind them. I liked the way sunlight made them visible, glittering the gold of them as they shivered in the breeze.

He turned the page to a drawing already started. We were quiet then with just the shush of the pencil and the dancing light. It felt right, familiar.

I peered over his shoulder. A country road, a river on one side and a hill dotted with violet flowers on the other. The sky was the colour of penicillin mould. He was gazing at it, frowning, then started to sketch something on top of the hill.

A house appeared with a smoking chimney and a wide verandah. Tall trees with shaggy needle-leaves were growing up around it.

‘Casuarinas!’ I pointed, glad to have a way in.

He looked up, pleased. ‘Yeah.’

‘I’ve seen plenty down near the creek. Is that house near us? Is that your home?’

His eyebrows shot up, as if the idea was new. Then his face softened. ‘Nah, I just stayed there this year.’ He stared out across the desk, through the window, at something far away. ‘Eight months and seventeen days,’ he added quietly.

I thought about that. ‘But it’s nearly the end of July. That’s only seven months.’

‘Gosh, did you do that calculation in your head?’

‘Yes, of course …’ Then I saw his eyes were laughing again. ‘Oh.’

‘I went there at the end of last year, in the Christmas holidays.’ His eyes lowered to his book. ‘I went because last year was … weird.’

‘Good or bad weird?’

Kit shook his head. His mouth tightened.

‘Well, so, are you new at this school too?’

‘Fairly. Came end of last term.’

‘Where’s the house with the river? England?’

He grinned. ‘Are there casuarinas in England?’

‘Oh, yeah. I mean no.’ Really, I hadn’t a clue but those eye crinkles of his cancelled any offence. ‘So why did you live there for eight months and seventeen days? Whose house is it?’

‘What percentage is seventeen days of a month?’ He turned to face me like he really wanted to know.

‘Well,’ I said, giving myself time, ‘it depends which month.’

 He pointed at the book. ‘This month. July.’

I was quiet for a moment. I would have much rather found out about the house and the purple hill and where he lived now and where was that other place. But I guessed he wanted to talk more about percentages than homes. ‘So first you have to make it into a fraction, seventeen over thirty-one …’

We did ten of the fifteen homework questions, finding equivalent fractions for days and months, dollars and cents. I quite liked equivalent fractions − you just multiply the top and bottom by the same number, getting a different-looking outcome, but the same value. I even did the next set of questions for him on a separate piece of paper. When the bell went for class I gave it to him. It felt good to be useful.

My fractions stood in two neat columns. Kit’s had turned into fish. Some leaped above the horizon, others swam in schools below.
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It’s funny how you can like someone straightaway, especially if they smile like they know you and their hair curls over their collar. You can like them even more if their eyes are different colours, the green one changing with mood, weather, thoughts, quick as a current in a river. It’s funny how the more you see them, the less you know them. Or maybe it’s the more you want to know. They become mysterious, like a mirage that keeps receding the closer you get. Or a puzzle that keeps expanding.

There were clues to the mystery though. Like the day in science when Kit got mad. Poor Mrs Pozniak. But maybe she had no idea he wanted to kill her. It’s not that he said anything. I was so sensitive to him, it was as if he were the cat and I were the allergy. As soon as he entered my radius, even if I didn’t see him, something in me started reacting. Well, I didn’t sneeze, but my skin prickled all over.

‘What are the chemical properties of water?’ Mrs Pozniak demanded, striding in, plaits flying. She plunged straight into the lesson like a person running into the surf − knowing there’ll be pain, she gets the first bit over quickly.

‘Water, the stuff you drink, that you couldn’t last three days without?’ She was tapping the table.

A resentful silence. Then a low buzz of irritation.

‘Well?’ Her eye searched for mine. ‘Frances?’

‘H2O,’ I murmured, as if the stuff really didn’t interest me. Even though water and its properties is probably one of the most interesting things on this planet, next to antibiotics, and the person sitting next to me.

He’d slid in beside me, late. I don’t think he’d even heard her question. As usual his sketchbook was open on his lap underneath the desk, and he was scribbling. A willow tree was overhanging the river, the saddest-looking tree I’d ever seen. Its bent back drooped like it was carrying a terrible burden. The branches stooped so low they made a veil of sadness on the ground. There was the house on the hill, a black dog lying on the verandah. But now each item had become its own little drawing, separated from the next by a stripy red and blue frame.

The buzz of talk had grown louder. None of it was about water. I wanted to ask him why he’d drawn the frames. Why each thing was alone, so small and perfect, like precious ornaments placed on a shelf.

‘I’m sorry, Frances, there is so much noise in this room that I didn’t hear what you said.’ She glared around angrily.

Before I could open my mouth, Mrs Pozniak turned to Kit. ‘Well, Kit Jamison, you should be able to tell us the properties of water; you must have studied all this last year.’

Kit’s head jerked up as if he’d been punched.

She went on then to talk about water-splitting, the chemical reaction that happens when you run an electric current though water and it separates into oxygen and hydrogen. ‘Hydrogen will be another major clean energy fuel,’ she said, ‘isn’t that good news?’ It was, I thought, and also an amazing idea, so half of me was listening to her talk about the algae bioreactor that doesn’t even need an electric current to do the separating thingy, but then most of me became aware of Kit’s jaw clenching and the darkening of his eye. His whole side stiffened next to mine, and he broke the pencil in his hand.

For the rest of the lesson he drew furiously in his book, and refused to look up at the hated Mrs Pozniak. All along my Kit-side, my cat allergy stiffened too. I think Mrs Pozniak realised that she’d offended him somehow because at the end of the lesson her face looked sorry. She called to him, but he pretended not to hear, rushing from the room like a person dodging Yersinia pestis.

I found him in the library, his book open on the desk. He wasn’t drawing in it though, he was sprawled back in his chair, gazing out the window. With his legs that went on forever and his tall neck, he looked like a pissed-off giraffe. My favourite animal. ‘Hey,’ I said, plonking down next to him, ‘why the long face?’

Silence lay between us. Jelly crystals setting into a solid. You couldn’t breathe inside it.

I had to jump across. ‘So what just happened back there?’

He tossed his head, his tongue clicking in irritation. A strand of hair fell over his cheek, shielding his eyes.

‘You know, we can last forty days without food, but take away H2O and in thirty-six hours our organs start to shut down,’ I told him. ‘So, are you repeating this year or what?’

‘What?’

I shrugged, and ran my fingers through a pretend knot in my hair.

‘Have you considered a career in ASIO?’ he asked, his eyes wide and serious. ‘You could specialise in interrogation.’

I snorted.

‘Yeah, okay.’ His shoulders slumped. ‘Yeah, I’m repeating, anything else you wanna know? Like exactly how dumb do you have to be to repeat, and could you stub your toe on my IQ?’

I couldn’t help laughing, and poked him in the ribs. He turned to look at me. Seconds ticked by. I tried not to blink. And then I must have passed some kind of test, because his back suddenly relaxed.

‘So why?’ I asked.

‘Why what?’

‘Why did you have to repeat?’

He looked away from me, back through the window. ‘I missed a lot of school last year.’ He shrugged, and picked up a pencil.

‘The weird year? But I don’t get it − if you did Year Seven somewhere else, how did Ms Pozniak know?’

 ‘What does it matter? She had no right to tell. Anyway, it’s over now.’

I thought about it a second. ‘When you change schools, you have to give them your past records. At least that’s what I had to do at Oatfield.’

He was studying his fingernails. They weren’t very clean. Bluish paint stained the skin in the corners.

‘So, which school did you go to?’ I looked down at his book. He’d started a new drawing of the house on the hill. The door was open and someone had just gone in. You could see the leg and foot of him passing through. ‘Were you sick, was that why you missed a lot?’

He sighed. ‘No.’

‘Well, that’s good. So does your family move around a lot?’

‘You could say that.’ He looked up at me then. ‘Do you always ask this many questions?’

I nodded. ‘I can’t help it, it’s in my genes. I get it from my dad.’

Kit smiled but something in his face told me that was enough. For now.

To me it wasn’t a big thing that he had to repeat the year. It made not one dust mote of difference. But to Kit, it seemed to make or unmake his world. I guess Mum had something when she said everyone’s thinking so much about their own foibles that they hardly have any time to think about yours. I thought about telling Kit that, then decided to look up foibles first.

But no conversation with Kit ever went the way you planned. I never got to foibles. When I told him I liked drawing too, he asked to see what I’d done.

A gush of heat rushed into my face. I wanted to show him, and I didn’t. My heart was beating too fast.

We sat down under the peppercorn tree near the Science block. I could see my sketchbook poking from the front pocket of my backpack. His eyes followed mine.

‘Is that it?’

I nodded. I couldn’t trust my voice. I kept seeing his pictures, those perfect framed scenes. What would he make of mine?

He pulled the book onto his lap. It came open at the garden gnome and his canoe. They were in the middle of a body of water − I felt the same revulsion drawing water as I did for bacteria, but I’d done it anyway. His eyes moved all over it. He flicked to the page before: coffin-box hedges, trumpet trees wearing POISON signs round their necks. He was taking ages. No one had ever taken that long. Or paid such attention. I pretended to pick at a scab on my knee. I liked that he was looking, and I wished he’d stop.

He turned back to the canoe and took a pencil out of his pocket − 2B, I noticed − and made some swift lines. His eyebrows asked me if I minded. Where I’d sketched a vague watery line, he drew a kidney shape, then filled it in with little waves frilling onto a shore.

‘What’s that? A lake?’

‘Oatfield dam.’ He was making a triangular fin poke out from the water.

‘God, are there sharks in there?’

‘White pointers. To keep the crocodile population down.’

I laughed even though my cheeks were on fire. ‘I was just joking, you know. I didn’t really think there were. Sharks, I mean.’

‘Sure.’ He put down the pencil and looked at me, like he’d been looking at the drawings. ‘This is cool. Like Dali, you know the Surrealists? They used to paint stuff like this − real objects, doing unreal things. Like a watch melting over a branch, a man with a cash register in his stomach. They were dark too, like you and your … coffin hedges.’

 I stared at him. He’d never said four whole sentences before. Or introduced a new subject. Quickly I turned the page, only I turned too many.

He looked at that too.

‘It’s just abstract,’ I said airily. ‘It isn’t of anything.’

‘Yersinia pestis,’ he read slowly. ‘The lethal bacteria causing the bubonic plague.’

Dammit.

He gave a low whistle, and turned back further. ‘Staphylococcus, E. coli …’

He looked at me again. But not like before. ‘Bacteria?’

I nodded. I couldn’t help my face going disgusted. I couldn’t think about bacteria without a physical reaction.

‘Why do you draw bacteria if you hate them?’

I checked his face. He wasn’t smirking, or being sarcastic. His eyes said he just wanted to know, like you might want to know why someone used so much cadmium scarlet. Put like that, I had to think about it.

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know, really.’ His face stayed open, unclouded. He was waiting. ‘Maybe, well, maybe because if I learn enough about them, I’ll know how to beat them.’

He nodded, and opened up his sandwich. Just like that.
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The days were different, now. School hours didn’t seem so long. There were sharp azure skies and winds that cut like flying glass. When the bell went for lunch I took my sandwich and sketchbook to the library. It was cosy sitting in a patch of sun under the windows, and Kit was nearly always there, drawing.

If he looked up I smiled, but we didn’t always talk. A quiet surrounded him like a moat. You wouldn’t swim across without being invited. Inside it, he drew what was in his mind.

But we were friends − I reckoned we were. We were easy around each other, even if we were quiet. He was always gnawing on something in his mind while he walked or drew or stared into space. I was beginning to see habits of Kit’s that I recognised. There was his all-the-time drawing, his fidgeting when he wasn’t drawing, his sudden, concentrated focus. Sometimes, it was like looking into a mirror. Or maybe a piece of bubble glass, with the light flashing over it. Even though he was mysterious, the silence deep inside him reflected mine.

I was still on the island, but now there were two of us. I stopped looking for myself in windows.
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On Monday, in the second week of August, he didn’t come to school. When I went to the library, our yellow table was empty. I hunted round the room, hoping he’d just decided to sit somewhere else. It worried me how much I missed him. How I couldn’t settle. In these last two years I’d got used to being a loner. I’d felt like a bug in a glass jar. Stupefied. Dad said it was amazing what human beings can get used to. But since I met Kit the glass seemed to have melted and now, without it, well, everything was so clear it hurt.

He was away the next day, and the next. We’d never exchanged phone numbers and I didn’t know where he lived. Near the dam, he’d said, on the opposite side to me. But his home was a mystery.

When I walked into the library on Thursday, he was sitting at the yellow table.

‘You’re back,’ I practically shouted. ‘How are you? Why were you away? What happened?’

‘Bubonic plague.’

We got out our drawing books and he let me see what he’d been doing.

The sketch of the man disappearing inside the door had been worked up into watercolours. A black dog was following the man, its head and nose so dark you couldn’t see its eyes, but light gleamed in puddles along its back.

‘How do you get that shine?’ I pointed to the light. ‘Make it look so real?’

He smiled at the dog. I got the feeling he was remembering something. Something good. ‘Find where the light’s coming from, and make sure it touches everything in its path. What’s furthest away is darker. Light and shadow make stuff look three-dimensional.’

‘But how do you do it with watercolours?’

‘You gotta layer it up first. Takes longer than oils or pencil because you can’t add highlights at the end. So you do a really diluted wash of colour first, then go over places you want to be in shadow with more paint on your brush. The pale parts look light in contrast with the shadow.’

His voice was sure, and his mouth turned up into a small private kink.

‘I used to go to art classes,’ I said, ‘but we mainly sketched with charcoal and pastels. We were just getting on to paint when I had to move.’ I couldn’t help sighing. ‘Did you have art lessons?’

‘From my grandad.’ Kit’s smile broadened into pride, as if he couldn’t help it.

‘Oh, you’re lucky! Does he live near you?’

Kit looked away as if he regretted telling a secret. ‘Nah,’ and he waved his hand as if to cancel the words.

But the next time we had Art, he offered to show me how to make light. Ms Sutar, the Art teacher, said we could stay back after the last class while she packed up. She even brought out a black enamelled vase for us to paint, plonked a bunch of red poppies in. But Kit told me to focus first on the vase − the glossy surface made it easier to see the light being reflected.

‘First, just look. Track where the light falls. It’s all about looking.’

It was true. I saw sparkles silvering the vase under the window, leaf shadows moving to the wind outside. While we worked Ms Sutar must have done more chores than pack up pencils and paper because when she finally told us to go, the light had stopped sparkling and set into dull glimmers.

Kit said I could take his painting home. I Blu-Tacked his and mine side by side on my bedroom wall, next to Lump.
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At home, I began watching the light, where it shone and where it didn’t, how it died in bowls of shadow, flared into bonfires. If you stared long enough, shadows on a wall detached from the leaves creating them, dancing for themselves. It was mesmerising, like a spell or a separate world. Ordinary objects − a blue cup, a silk fan, a teapot, all came alive when I focused on them. I did it for whole minutes. The more you looked, the more you saw, each thing with its shadow becoming itself under your eye. I felt a mystery in each object, as if it contained a secret language you could learn. It took me back to the afternoons at ArtSmart, hours passing while we drew. How I used to be.

 But sometimes at night when I lay in bed, the dark pressed in. I’d feel along the doona for Picasso, finding his warm chest, letting my hand rise and fall with his breath. Sometimes I’d wrap both arms around him, and he didn’t mind. But my old worries still worried me. I thought about bacteria. The lime green of Yersinia pestis, the shaggy dogs of E. coli. I missed them, and the spurt of satisfaction I felt when they came under my control on the page. A weird kind of longing and dread overtook me, and I imagined them festering silently, ignored, in those dark pleats of the universe.

In Science, when we moved on to waterborne bacteria, it was hard to leave cholera alone. The report had to be in at the end of the week but nothing about my presentation seemed good enough. I couldn’t get the shapes right, say enough about toxigenic Vibrio cholerae.

‘In countries like ours there is no cholera,’ said Mrs Pozniak, ‘because sewerage and water are treated to kill it. But people in parts of Africa, South Asia and Latin America suffer from outbreaks. War can bring it, famine. The good news is proper hydration and antibiotics can cure it.’

At lunchtime I looked up Pakistan, and found it in South Asia. That night I rang Dad to remind him not to drink water from market stalls, municipal fountains, not to wash fruit from the tap or eat it fresh. He must cook everything. He promised he would, and asked if Mrs Pozniak appreciated what a germ expert she had in her class. I said I hoped not and that I might send him a copy of my report when it was finished. He could keep it to remind him, I said, just in case he forgot to use bottled water when cleaning his teeth.

I worked on the project all week in the library. I kept thinking how unfair it was that just because you were lucky enough to be born in a rich country with lots of medicine, you wouldn’t die from cholera. And if your father’s job made him visit countries that weren’t so lucky, you had to worry about him, too. Meanwhile, bacteria were multiplying. I worried I was losing the knack of capturing the evil-doers − they exploit any weakened body. The cholera cells in my report looked like harmless flat kidney beans, not the weapons of mass destruction that they are. I longed to put something in the middle to make the shape more alive, like an iris in an eye. But bacteria cells don’t have any nuclei.

‘I used to do that,’ Kit said, looking over my shoulder.

‘What, draw bacteria?’

 ‘No,’ he grinned. ‘Draw stuff I wanted to kill. Well, not kill in real life, but stuff that made me angry.’

I stopped thinking about bacteria. I was seized with curiosity. ‘So,’ I said casually, ‘what makes you angry?’

He shrugged.

‘I mean, back then, when you drew stuff you hated.’

He kept his eyes down on the page. ‘At my school last year, there were these guys in my class.’ He gave a low whistle. ‘They … I drew them as soldiers and I’d make a plane go overhead and drop bombs on them.’

‘Do you reckon that’s what I’m doing?’

He shrugged. ‘Dunno.’

I thought about it. ‘I guess antibiotics are my bombs. Maybe I should draw them?’

He laughed.

‘Do you still drop bombs on them? Those guys?’

‘Nah. Don’t need to. I don’t see them anymore.’

‘Yeah, but they still exist.’

‘You’re a real comfort.’

‘Oh, sorry, I mean—’

‘It was a kind of relief. I filled up a whole sketchbook with them − these little guys on the ground, the crazy big bombers circling above. When something bad happened at school I’d come home and draw the war. But I don’t know, ever since I went away to … well, now instead of drawing things I hate, I draw things I …’

A look came over his face.

‘Love?’

He nodded, going red. ‘Yeah. And that feels even better.’

I pointed to the house he’d drawn, the vase of purple flowers on the table that must have come from the purple hill, the man going into the house.

‘Like this? When you went there?’

He nodded.

‘Who’s the man?’

But he’d gone back to his drawing.
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That afternoon, as soon as I walked through the front door, Picasso leaped at my knees then threw up on my shoes.

Green stringy bits floated in the bubbly yellow puddle. ‘Have you been eating grass? Are you sick?’ I watched him pelt down the hallway and back again. He didn’t seem sick. He seemed excited. But I rushed to get the lead. Peggy would know.

 Four o’clock in the afternoon was not a good time for walkies. Usually I waited until sunset with its empty streets before setting off around the block. Bangaroo Avenue was the worst. We heard them before we saw them − children yelling, babies squealing, thwacks of a tennis ball on pavement. If Picasso’s ears weren’t so long and heavy, they’d have been up like antennae. He was strung out trying to do a thousand things at once − walk, check for monsters behind him, monitor jumping monsters on trampolines, a man jogging with his dog, a bicycle coming down the hill towards us … oh no, wheels!

Before he started to bark I tugged the leash, dragging him away like a brick until he was tearing up the hill with me. When we reached the reserve, he put on an extra spurt and catapulted into Peggy’s legs.

‘Don’t worry, he looks fine to me,’ Peggy said, watching him sniff around, chase a butterfly, run back for a pat. She didn’t think he had Vibrio cholerae either.

‘But do you think he’ll always be anxious? Like, always have to bark at anything with wheels? Or strangers? Or sudden loud noises? I mean, maybe he vomits because he’s anxious − or excited. Maybe he can’t tell which one he is.’

 Peggy was quiet for a moment, nodding. It was wonderful the way she always heard me out to the end, as if whatever I was saying was the most normal and sensible thing in the world.

‘I don’t know,’ she said, finally. ‘Some dogs are just born more highly strung than others, like people are. We’re all different. But look at him now. He gets lovely walks and cuddles every day. He enjoys good food and games. A very happy puppy, I’d say.’

She smiled down at Picasso, who immediately put his nose between her shins. But when she looked back up at me, her mouth was sad.

‘What is it?’

‘Oh, well, I was just thinking about the poor little possum I found down near the fence this morning. He wasn’t happy at all. Poor thing dragged himself away before I could reach him.’ She made a face. ‘I’m so slow. It’s so frustrating. Possum disappeared into the bush up there.’ She pointed further up the reserve, where the long grasses clumped.

‘Do you want me to have a look?’

‘Hmm.’ Peg bit her lip. ‘Oh, I don’t know. It’s getting a bit late now, perhaps. Your mum will be wondering.’

‘No, it’s fine,’ I said. ‘I’d like to, really.’

 ‘Well, it was badly injured. Can’t have gone far. I hate to think of it lying there, suffering. But no need to stay long, Frances, just take a quick look around. And don’t touch the poor poss if you find it, just come back and let me know. I’ll ring Wires. Thank you, dear girl!’ She took hold of Picasso’s collar, and winked. ‘Better leave him here with me. Enough excitement for one day.’

Up along the reserve, the thick grass came up to my knees. I searched the ground, parting the stubby bushes, crouching in a crab-like squat. There were small yellow flowers and scrawny plants with serrated leaves, but no trace of possum, or blood. I was relieved. Glad for the possum, of course, but for me, too. I couldn’t imagine how vets dealt with seeing hurt animals all day.

I crab-walked further onto stony ground, just to be sure. Something moving caught my eye through the trees beyond. A smudge of white shirt, messy brown hair, a tall familiar shape.

Kit flung back a bush and stopped still, like someone in a game of musical statues. He was still in his uniform, the tails of his shirt untucked. ‘Hi, what are you doing?’ His eyes were wide with surprise.

I was in my crab position, and quickly straightened up. My face felt on fire. ‘Looking for a possum, a wounded one.’ I stumbled over my words as I explained about Peggy, and her discovery.

‘I’ll help you,’ he said, but he stayed where he was. His smile stayed too. I didn’t know what to say.

I saw the sketchpad poking out of the bag on his shoulder. ‘Been drawing?’

‘Yeah. But I kept wondering if I’d see you around here. And now, here you are.’ His smile lit up his eyes. ‘Now. Here. Amazing.’

‘Well, it’s not actually that amazing seeing as we live in the same suburb. Statistically, I mean.’

He shrugged. ‘I guess so.’ His smile dimmed a bit.

Oh, why did I say that? I’m like Picasso − surprises feel bad even when they’re good. ‘Well,’ I said, fussing with my watch, ‘the possum must have scampered. That’s a good sign, I suppose. For him, I mean. Or her.’ I wished my face would calm down. Why was it so awkward to be with him now, when I saw him at school every day?

We stood, gazing at each other. Then his eyes shifted. ‘Wait, see that?’

‘What, the possum?’

He shook his head. I looked to where he was looking. There was a big old shaggy tree, sun glinting through fish-boned leaves. A magpie high on a branch. My cheeks began to feel even redder. I wanted to see it − the special thing that Kit saw. I wanted to see the world through his eyes. What if I couldn’t, what if I was just ordinary?

And then, moving my head a little, I saw it. Between the branches, glinting.

A large silver disc. You’d swear it was a CD, floating on the air. Catching the full sun, fine threads shivering. It was playing on the breeze, a perfect unbroken spiderweb.

‘Oh.’ Surprise made me gasp. ‘Catchy tune.’ We both laughed and relief flew into my throat, quick as the magpie taking off from the branch.

‘Are you going to draw it?’ I asked.

‘Nah.’ He tapped his head. ‘I’m just going to remember it.’

Later, walking home with Picasso, I knew I would remember it too. It was as if a door had opened onto a magic platform, number thirteen maybe, and only Kit and I could step through. What I didn’t want to remember was that moment before − the shadow behind, the shape of my fear. It was like being locked out of home, lost in an endless dark place, alone.

After dinner, I took out the little sketches I’d made of flowers in a vase, the silk fan. They reminded me of the way I used to look for things to draw. It had been a habit, the way it was with Kit, but somehow my drawings of real life had turned into stories − figures grew wings like birds or many eyes like spiders. When I drew, I dreamed. It had given me a kind of freedom, a feeling that anything was possible, that I was the one with wings.

Watching Kit reminded me of me, back before. It felt good to watch Kit, and it hurt, like being reminded of an old friend you miss. Ever since Henry, a stone sat in my chest weighing everything down. The stone separated me from the world, keeping me out, keeping me in.
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But I wasn’t the only one watching Kit. In Art, everyone was. Ms Sutar noticed the way he went quiet when she brought things in for us to draw − cicada shells and African masks, a jug of yellow tulips. His stillness drew people towards him. His silence was loud. Kids leaned near, looking over the cliff of his shoulder, or snaking in past his elbows. Once you’d seen a sketch of his, you had to see more.

That’s so real, someone would say. How do you do that?

He never really answered, just lightning-smiled or shrugged, letting the compliment slip off his shoulder. There was something … was he shy, embarrassed? He didn’t take his eyes off the object, or the paper. You could tell he was inside the place he was drawing, and he wanted to stay there. Somehow it made you want to be in there with him.

When Ms Sutar brought in a cow skull, his face really lit up. Well, it was pretty amazing − the skull, I mean.

‘Where did it used to live?’ he asked. It was the first time he’d asked a question in class. Everyone turned to look at him.

‘My family grew up on a property near Tamworth,’ Ms Sutar said. ‘We used to find bones scattered about all the time − in drought, lots of animals don’t survive. My mother used to bring them home sometimes, and paint designs on the faces.’

There were groans, but Kit just nodded. He looked as if he was going to ask another question but then Ms Sutar set the skull on a piece of blue velvet and asked us to look first, then ‘make notes’ with our pencil. ‘See the shape of the head from the forehead down to the nose − like a bicycle seat, broad at the top narrowing down to the tip of the nose …’

I could see it, a kind of curvy triangle. And then from either side of the skull, those long curvy horns. Where the eyes and nose used to be there were hollows. Only the dark bony cavity remained. The more I looked the more I saw that the empty places were as important as the solid ones. Like a conversation and its silences, the noise of living and the quiet of being dead.

I suddenly felt so sad I had to put my face down on my paper.

Kit stopped drawing.

He passed me his water bottle. I drank a bit, and felt better. As I passed the bottle back I looked at his drawing. It was like a photograph. Every detail was there, even the long thin squiggle that ran all the way down the middle of the face … the shallow grave where a nerve once lay, or an artery, jumping with blood.

‘Hey, can you draw my portrait?’ said Brent, thumping down on a chair next to Kit, making a poser face.

Sam came and stood over him. ‘Me too …’ and lifted his chin, clenching his jaw like The Rock. ‘Or you could draw my brother’s Ducati. Can you do motorbikes? I’m getting his when I’m sixteen. I bet you’d do an amazing motorbike.’

‘I’ll give you two bucks if you draw Dana,’ said Laszlo. Dana blushed and stared at the fly crawling on her desk as if it was the most fascinating thing in the universe.

 Questions, suggestions flew at him like a dust storm. The more he ignored them, the faster and louder they came.

I looked up at Ms Sutar but she was helping Amina do her shading in the empty bits.

‘How did you get so good? I wish I could draw like that,’ said Sam.

Kit didn’t smile or say thank you. He looked uneasy. I found my face smiling for him. I didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if he was my family or anything.

The questions dried up and now there was just silence as people watched. It wasn’t a comfortable silence. It seemed charged with dissatisfaction, resentment. It was like the moat around him suddenly had spikes in it − or alligators. He was keeping everyone out.

‘Crosshatching,’ nodded Ms Sutar when she came around to Kit’s work. ‘I’ve just been talking to Amina about it − you create a hollow with shading by doing lots of parallel strokes one way, crossed with parallel strokes the other way … See what Kit has done?’

Kit didn’t look as if he’d heard. Any attention seemed like an invasion rather than a compliment.

She turned to Sam. ‘It’s all about practice. Like anything you do, the more you practise the better you get.’ And she moved on to the next drawing.

‘Well, we’re good at soccer,’ said Brent, flicking back his fringe. ‘Hey Kit, you wanna practise with us? You’re so tall, you’d be a good goalie.’

‘Yeah, you could come play after school,’ said Sam. ‘We go to the oval. It’s just behind my place. Come this arvo. See the bike. Get some ideas.’

But Kit didn’t answer. He was onto the horns, the tip of his tongue sticking out as he traced the hair-thin lines making up the texture of the bone − well, it’s bone on the inside, covered with keratinised cells which make up fingernails and hair. Not many people know that.

Sam kept looking at Kit, waiting, his words hanging in the air.

‘That’s enough, go back to your seats, Brent, Sam,’ called Ms Sutar. ‘Get on with your own work. We’ll have a look at everyone’s at the end.’

Sam shook his head as he moved away, red-faced, making a he’s crazy sign at Kit, who didn’t look up.

‘They were just trying to be friendly,’ I said to Kit at lunchtime.

‘Who?’

 ‘Those guys in Art.’

He shrugged. ‘Ms Sutar’s cool, isn’t she? She gives us good stuff to draw. Must be because she grew up in the country, knows about nature. When I went up north—’

‘It’s just that they admire your talent, you know.’

‘They like soccer better.’

‘But you don’t have to do only one thing. Why don’t you want to hang out with anyone?’

‘I hang out with you.’

We smiled at each other. I tried to stop the blush coming. We both looked at our shoes. Kit’s laces were dangerously frayed. He took a deep breath, as if he was making an effort and it cost him. ‘I did play soccer for a while. At my last school.’ He pulled at a tag of skin on his thumb.

‘Why did you stop?’ Then I remembered. ‘The soldiers?’

He gave a half-smile, and nodded.

‘Did you like soccer though?’

‘Yeah, I loved it.’ Kit straightened his back, his shoulders relaxing. For a second he closed his eyes, as if remembering. ‘But look, that school, it was just, it was the worst time ever. I was new—’

‘What, how many schools have you been to?’

 ‘A few. But this was the worst − I guess I was in a bad place anyway and, I don’t know, I felt like some alien landing on another planet.’ He rubbed his hands over his jaw. ‘I’d got so tall, like just in a few months—’ He pointed at himself, grimacing.

‘Sudden growth spurt,’ I put in. ‘Dad said that’s what I’m doing this year.’

‘Yeah, but, whatever. Nothing fitted me, I couldn’t find school pants long enough, I just looked … And then I was put on the soccer team.’ He grinned shyly. ‘I did play quite well. Played right winger and kicked goals. Then goalie. Did even better. But that seemed to make these guys even worse. So angry.’

‘Jealous?’

‘Nah, I don’t know. Something else too, but I could never figure it out. Anyway, these four guys from the team started tagging me. Following me home, spying on me. They’d trip me up or suddenly jump out at me. Then they started calling me …’ He grimaced, shaking his head. He turned to look at me, straight into my eyes. ‘I haven’t talked about this before.’

I nodded.

‘They stopped using my real name.’ He bit his cheek. ‘I was their pet … giraffe. Geoff Giraffe. Go fetch, Geoff! They’d shout it out − they’d grab my lunch, my bag, throw it up onto the roof, or over the school fence. Go fetch.’

He looked away. I couldn’t see his eyes, but all the little muscles were moving in his jaw. ‘I don’t know why I didn’t react − like, do something. But every time they said it, I froze. They’d just look at me and laugh, like I was a freak.’ He tried to laugh, but his voice cracked. ‘I felt like one. No one called me by my right name anymore. Probably sounds stupid, getting upset about a stupid name.’

We were quiet. I didn’t know what to say. ‘It’s awful,’ I burst out. ‘What did your mum do? Your dad?’

He shrugged. ‘It’s okay now. It’s finished. I shouldn’t have started on about it.’

I wanted to ask more but he was staring hard at his knuckles, drawing in his elbows as if he wanted to lock himself up like a suitcase, so I didn’t.
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But Kit was coming to my place after school. He’d promised. It was hard to get through double Maths and check my phone as well. It was still 2.10 pm. I wondered if Mum would be home. Last night she’d asked if I’d made any friends at school − she said it casually, like asking if I’d brushed my teeth that morning. When I told her about Kit, she practically clapped her hands. ‘Oh, that’s so nice to have a friend over,’ she said. ‘And you two can take Picasso for a walk.’

I couldn’t wait for Kit to come over, but I was worried, too. I was worried about the dog thing. Just the idea of Picasso meeting a stranger made me sweat. Even if Kit liked dogs, he mightn’t like Picasso. Not many people liked being barked at so loudly you wondered if your hearing would be permanently damaged. I’d grown used to steering him away from approaching strangers, keeping my eyes stitched to the ground like buttons on a shirt. It was no way to live, I told Picasso, but he knew no other. The overwhelming fact of his life was that cars with strangers in them would run you over if they could, and it was hard to get anything else through his head.

Kit and I caught the bus together and on the way home I tried to warn him about the barking. I told him Picasso had nearly got run over by a man with a leather jacket and a sad face who yelled at us … but I didn’t go into the details of how it had happened. I just couldn’t.

Kit nodded. ‘Poor little guy.’

‘Well, he wasn’t that sad.’

‘No, I meant Picasso.’

Suddenly I wished we’d left our friendship at the strict borders of school, where you could only colour in between and no nasty secrets or bad habits could leak out and muddy everything.

When I’d invited him I hadn’t really thought he’d say yes. And now we were off the bus and walking down the hill. I remembered how strangely embarrassing it was between us that day we met at the reserve. It hadn’t felt natural, easy. It had felt like an exam I hadn’t studied for.

My stomach was clutching, preparing for Picasso’s shattering decibels. It wouldn’t happen as I opened the gate because Picasso knew my footstep, or smell, or whatever it was. It mightn’t happen until he saw who was following me.

But I hadn’t even got my key in the door before he started up. The hall is narrow and dark and the three of us were trapped in a cave of sound, unable to move. When I unfroze I shoved Picasso into my room and slammed the door. I heard him hurling himself against it, each bark ending in a howl now like an ambulance.

‘Jeez,’ said Kit softly. ‘That’s one big bark for a little dog.’

He went to open the door but I stopped him. ‘Let him get over the fright first.’ Not that he will, I thought. But I just couldn’t cope with anything more right then.

We went through to the kitchen with the hysterical siren trailing us. ‘Do you want an apple juice?’ I yelled over it. ‘Let’s go outside, it might be quieter.’ Funny how we were the ones who had to be put outside instead of the dog. But Kit was too polite to mention it.

 We sat at the table where my sketchbook lay open. Cholera germs multiplied across a double page. Bacteria had taken over again.

Kit grinned. It was a cold grey day, and we should have been inside with the heater. Instead we were sitting here where Kit could stare at the shaggy lawn. Mowing was Dad’s job but the lawn didn’t know that and kept growing. Behind it the bushes went wild.

‘Not much gardening gets done here,’ I said, embarrassed.

Kit took a swig of juice. ‘Gardens are better wild … Hey, Picasso is a great name for a dog. Is he a favourite of yours? The artist, I mean.’

‘Yeah. He was a dog lover too. Not that I am or …’ I mumbled something. It was complicated.

There was silence now from inside the house. I got to thinking Picasso had knocked himself out on the bedroom door. Maybe he was lying unconscious on the carpet. ‘I’ll just go get him. Be prepared.’

When I opened the door Picasso shot out like a cannon, flinging up the hall, nose to the ground, on the hunt for the stranger-assassin who’d dared enter our house. When he saw Kit he started barking as if he’d never stopped, like picking up the line from a song he’d already begun. A terrible grating song.

 Kit bent to pat him. ‘No, ignore him,’ I said quickly. ‘Look away at the garden. Pretend he doesn’t exist; it’s the only way he feels safe.’

‘Okay.’

Picasso kept barking but now he came a little nearer, smelling around the stranger’s shoes, searching for any cars Kit might have stashed under the chair.

‘Talk about something else,’ I said. ‘Like …’

Just then something flashed at the corner of my eye, near the trellis with the climbing vine. God, in broad daylight! The disgusting things were getting so bold; you could see them practically laughing at us, their little paws crossed cheekily over their tummies. It was so quick, just a flash of a tail, maybe Kit hadn’t even seen.

‘Rat,’ he said calmly, pointing.

I could feel my ears fire up.

He caught my eye and laughed. It was lovely, his face opening up like a letter from a long-lost friend. His eyes disappeared in the little lines. ‘Sorry, but I was just thinking how much you must hate them.’

‘Doesn’t everyone?’

‘Yeah, but you …’

I grinned. ‘Yersinia pestis.’

‘Spread by rats.’

 ‘With fleas.’

I couldn’t help my face doing the bacteria grimace and he laughed again, even wider. Then we both noticed that the afternoon had gone quiet. Picasso was mooching around our feet, pretending to be a normal dog. Or maybe he wasn’t even pretending.

‘You got a dog?’ I asked. ‘I remember that picture you did …’

‘Yeah, well, I did have one, at least my grandad does, up north where I stayed.’

‘The house on the hill? So that’s your grandfather? What kind of dog does he have?’

‘What’s this, ASIO again?’ But Kit was grinning. ‘A border collie. Called Wane. He’s mostly black, like a hole in the night, Grandad says. Wane’s so dark you can’t tell what his fur is thinking. I took a photo of him once and he had no eyes. Only his paws are white, always moving.’ Kit’s face softened. But there was a full stop there. He drew the sketchbook towards him and flicked back to the canoe and the gnome and the dam full of white pointers.

‘Where do you live?’ I asked, pointing to the dam.

‘Yeah, near there,’ he said vaguely.

‘Like here?’ I indicated the far side. ‘Do you live further up? Or along the dam edge?’

 ‘Oh, sort of near the dam.’ His foot reached out to caress Picasso’s side. Unbelievably, Picasso rolled over onto his back with a quiet sigh, all the better to be tickled. Kit smiled at his bare pink tummy and bent down to give him a good rub. ‘How about we take this barker for a walk?’

Kit grabbed the leash on the table. Picasso glanced up, took in the change of authority, and began to bolt towards the gate. He was crazy with excitement, giving little wriggling yelps instead of barks, as if life couldn’t possibly get this good and he better grab it now or it would slip away.

Isn’t it amazing when real life turns out better than you imagined?

We ran practically all the way up to the reserve. It was breathless and almost fun in that unthinking way I remembered, feeling the wind hitting my face, watching Kit laughing and Picasso galloping, screeching to a stop at the base of a tree or a wee trail on a wall, then charging on again.

‘Ooroo,’ a familiar voice called. Peg was leaning on the gate, smiling at us. She came out and stretched out a hand to Picasso. He made more impossibly happy whuffles and licked her feet, bare in the grass.

 When I’d introduced Kit, Peg asked him if he lived around here. She also asked if he’d been here long, where else he’d lived, did he and his mother move around a lot, did he like animals, have a favourite subject at school? Within five minutes I learned more family facts of Kit’s life than in all the weeks I’d known him. Relaxed, his face open, he was chatting to her about drawing, about Barrumba, the place in the country with the house on the hill, how he’d always lived with his mother and never met his dad but it didn’t matter, now he had a grandfather.

I looked at Peg in awe. She asked lots of questions too, but she asked them one at a time, embedding them in his talk like coins in a Christmas pudding.

‘I used to live in the country,’ she said.

‘Peg was a vet,’ I told Kit proudly.

Peggy smiled. ‘I liked treating the horses most. I miss that. Often there were all-nighters; we’d be up birthing a foal, the mist drifting in over the river. So cold it was, your breath made clouds in the air. And when we were all cleaned up we’d be scoffing a huge cooked breakfast in the dawn.’

Picasso suddenly lifted his nose. A man was coming out of Peg’s house, down the steps. We watched him crossing the garden towards us with quick, impatient strides as if he was late for a business meeting. In his arms he balanced a fancy silver platter with a clutter of silver cutlery sprawled on top.

‘Peg, why—’ He stopped short when Picasso began to bark. His face scrunched as if in pain. ‘Can’t you shut that dog up?’ he shouted to me over the chainsaw at my feet.

Miserably, I shook my head.

‘Hey, Picasso.’ Kit squatted down next to him, tapping him on the side. ‘No.’ He said it firmly but gently into his ear. The sudden silence was shocking. ‘Good boy,’ whispered Kit, tickling him under his ear.

I felt my mouth drop open. We’d just witnessed a miracle, but Mal went on talking as if nothing had happened.

‘Why did you leave these valuables strewn about on the kitchen table? I wish you wouldn’t leave your house open. Yesterday you went out for the whole day, leaving the front and back door open.’ He shook his head at Peg as if she was a little girl who’d misbehaved.

Peg sighed. ‘Oh, don’t carry on, Mal.’

For just a moment his face crumpled. ‘I’m just trying to look after things here, otherwise I don’t know what would happen.’ He stared down at the silver gleaming in the afternoon light.

‘For heaven’s sake,’ said Peg, ‘the valuables were on the table minding their own business. I’d taken them out to clean but I took one look, and boredom overtook me.’

Mal grunted in irritation. ‘And those mounds of old dog rugs you’ve got no use for. Lying around, collecting dust. You should throw them out.’

For the first time Peg looked seriously cross. ‘Take the silver if you want, but not the rugs. They still smell of my Bess.’ Suddenly the light went out of her face.

‘Errrgh!’ growled Mal, and Picasso barked. Mal jumped as if he’d been burned, nearly dropping his treasures. ‘Damn dog!’ He swung away, clutching the tray to his chest. ‘I’ll clean all this myself,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Have them back to you tonight.’

We watched him go. He hurried across the grass, clicked open the next gate along and vanished up his own spotless swept path.

Peg rolled her eyes. ‘Sorry about that. He’s such a fusspot. But his mother was my dearest friend. She lived next door.’ She sighed again. ‘When she died five years ago, Mal moved in.’

 ‘He’s a bully,’ Kit said quietly. I got a surprise when I turned to look at him.

‘Oh, no, only if I let him.’ Peg sighed. ‘I suppose I do hang on to things. There’s all Bess’s old rugs, a couple of her favourite toys … but I like keeping them nearby. He’s always wanting to clean out my cupboards … my old books. He means well.’

Kit shifted his feet. ‘He doesn’t act like it.’

‘Oh, he’s all right.’ Peg smiled. ‘He’s had a difficult time. He was very close to his mother. She was ill for a long time and he nursed her himself. Looked after her very well. That silver plate was hers; she gave it to me.’ She sighed, and looked over at the lawn next door. ‘Sometimes when you’ve lost a precious person, their things become precious. You know it isn’t them, but still, it seems all you have left of them.’

I thought of Henry’s blue cardigan still neatly folded, his shoes on top of the box in the wardrobe, his teddy locked away. I wondered if Mum took them out to touch and look at or if it was enough just for her to know they were there. Me, I would never go looking in her wardrobe. I tried not to let those things in.

We were quiet on the walk back. ‘That man, Mal,’ I whispered, ‘he’s the one who nearly ran over Picasso.’

 Kit stopped. ‘Him?’

‘Yeah, but it was my fault,’ I said quickly. ‘I let go of the leash and Picasso ran onto the road. Anyway, it all turned out okay. He was just pretty mean about it. I guess he was in shock.’

Kit kicked a stone.

‘Imagine having him live next door to you,’ I said. ‘Poor Peg!’

Kit shook his head. ‘I couldn’t stand it.’ The pent-up feeling in Kit’s voice reminded me of those ‘soldiers’ he used to draw, and his furious bombs.

Picasso tugged on the leash. Kit took it from my hand. ‘We’ll race you back to your place.’ And they were off across the grass.

I stared after them. Picasso flew ahead, a grey soft whorl. He’d found a new speed. Dawdling wasn’t in his vocabulary anymore. There was only one gear − fast. I hoped it would last.

By the time we got back they’d both calmed down. I filled Picasso’s water bowl and went to get another drink and a plate of biscuits. Mum wasn’t back yet, which I was pleased about. Somehow I felt I had enough to think about.

I took the drinks into the living room where Kit was looking at a picture. ‘A friend of my mum’s did that,’ I said. ‘Luisa. They’ve known each other since primary school. That’s Mum, with the straw hat. And that one next to it, she painted that of me when I was little.’

Kit leaned closer and examined the texture. It was different, the way he looked at things. I’d never seen anyone else stand so close, their eye travel with such curiosity across a surface. When I handed him his drink, he said, ‘I like your house. Pictures on the walls − you’d be surprised how many people don’t hang anything up.’

‘Yeah? It’s the first thing Mum did when we moved here.’ I’d never thought about it.

‘At my grandad’s house, you can hardly see any wall. It’s all paintings − they’re mostly his.’ He grinned.

‘Is he a good painter?’

‘Yeah. Mainly oils. He paints the Norfolk pines, the willows. You can see them from his house, and the river when it’s full − the hill rising up behind it. When you look at his paintings you see what he’s seen, then you can’t see it any other way. Like twilight, that’s his favourite time. All the pink and orange and blue. I can’t look at the sky now without seeing his sky.’ He looked down, and took a deep breath.

‘You miss him,’ I said.

 Kit nodded. ‘Your house, inside, feels a bit like his.’ I could tell this was his biggest compliment. I glowed inside.

‘Do you put your pictures up in your house?’ I said. ‘If I were you I would − they’re beautiful.’

‘Nah, they’re just for me to … visit.’

I thought of how he put each precious thing in its frame − the willow, the dog, the house, special scenes to keep coming back to, keep visiting. Things he loved.

He got up and walked along the walls, looking at pictures, picking out books. It was nice just watching his busy back, absorbed in what he was doing, knowing he was liking what he looked at. I put the heater on, and Picasso lay on the rug next to my feet, snoozing. Every now and then he twitched with dreams. In that moment I think Picasso and I were just quietly happy, being ourselves, feeling safe with Kit.

Until he picked up a photo from the mantelpiece.

Some moments you want to keep forever − especially when the next turn so bad. Those good moments, they should be framed in primary colours.

He turned to me, the photo in his hands. ‘You didn’t tell me you had a little brother.’

‘I don’t anymore.’ It came out in a rush. ‘He drowned.’ I don’t know why I said that. It wasn’t true. But it felt true.

‘Oh! That must have …’ Kit shifted on his feet, from one to the other as if trying to find a spot that was comfortable. But he couldn’t. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It wasn’t your fault, it was mine.’

‘What?’

‘Oh, it was two years ago.’ As if that made it all right.

He kept looking at me steadily. His eyes were so gentle, the green one almost grey to match the other. I just wanted to keep on looking at him, at his eyes. To stop being me.

When I didn’t say anything more, Kit put the photo back very carefully, as if it might break. Inside I wriggled with the torn feeling − I wanted to explain and I wanted everything to go back to before, when he was just looking at the paintings and the books, and we were safe and happy and sweet on the top part of the world. Like icing.

‘Well, I’d better go.’ He was looking out the window.

‘Twilight,’ I said.

He smiled.

I guess we both had our secrets.
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 When Mum came home I told her I’d had a friend here, and we ate all the chocolate biscuits. She seemed pleased. Not about the biscuits, because she looks forward to them for after dinner while watching The 7.30 Report. No, she was pleased about the friend.

‘Did you take Picasso for a walk?’ She had her back to me, already turning on the stove.

‘Yeah, and he was very well-behaved. We ran all the way to the reserve and back.’

She turned and looked so pleased she could have burst. Suddenly, she seemed more full, not so thin anymore. It must have been the smile. It was a plump kind of smile.

I told her I was sad about the biscuits though.

‘Don’t worry, I’ve got my own secret stash.’

‘Where?’

‘If I told you it wouldn’t be a secret anymore.’
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When we skyped Dad after dinner, Mum’s smile grew broader because he said he’d be coming home soon.

‘So you’re not near the attacks?’ I asked. I’d heard the news report that morning. ‘You know, on the vaccine workers?’

 ‘No,’ he said. ‘Just staying with the germs for now.’

‘Well, that’s a relief.’

Dad looked surprised. He pretended to fall off his chair.

But I was replaying his words in my mind. ‘What do you mean, “for now”? You won’t be going up into the mountains before you come home, will you?’

‘Oh, Frances, let’s not talk about that now,’ Mum said quickly. She seemed annoyed. Why couldn’t I let things be? The celebratory mood had gone. She was all crispness, like the snap of a savoury biscuit.

I wanted to explain − it was best to know what was going to happen. Good or bad, you had to see where the danger lined up, when to worry, and how much. But I didn’t say anything. Now Dad was making puns about Ladies and Germs, such weak Dad jokes, and Mum was beginning to smile again.

Maybe not everyone wanted things clear. If the line was smudged you could go on hoping for the best. Me, I always went the other way.
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It was hard to believe we were becoming best friends, Kit and me. Is that what you call it when two people feel better together, laugh at the same things, let each other be? Sometimes we talked all the time, sometimes not at all. And both were all right.

Here come the two weirdos, Sam would say. I suppose we were. Sometimes we went drawing together. We went to the national park and the beach, carrying our pencils or pastels. Often we just went down to the creek. Kit came to my place to walk Picasso, too, and so Mum finally met him. After that she seemed extra happy when I was going somewhere with Kit. I guess she liked him too, what with his quiet respectful manners and an interest in art, not bacteria. She liked that we went out ‘in the fresh air’ and that my drawing book and the walls of my bedroom were filling up with trees, moonlight, skies.

Kit let me share his chalk pastels and showed me how to make a twilight sky. I made notes of his instructions in my sketchbook: 1. Take a blue sheet of thick paper and about halfway down the page, along the line of the horizon where the sun has set, draw a wide stripe of pink (use the side of the chalk, not the point.) 2. Lay a yellow stripe on top of the pink and above that a pale blue, maybe green, rising up into a darker sky. 3. Let the stripes lie separate, like food dyes in a test tube, until you rub the colours together with the ball of your finger. 4. Work in circles, smudging them into each other to make new colours so you can’t tell where one starts and the other begins.

At home I practised sky after sky. And I learned how to make a star sparkle. With white chalk you dot the dark blue at the top, then take one dot and make it into a cross, smearing out the points into long white lines. When you stand back, it sparkles. You can do black trees to make a silhouette against the sky, too. My fingers and beneath my nails got covered in chalk dust, and my cheeks too. Once I walked into the bathroom and got a fright seeing my face. I was black and purple, like I’d been in an accident.

I started to love this time of day. Before, when the sun was going down, I’d often felt anxious. But now the sky was friendly, magnificent, royal company. I couldn’t see it any other way.

Kit agreed. ‘Every night around five, Grandad looked at the sky and tapped his watch, You ready? You ready? and he’d bring out drinks and cheese crackers to the verandah. It was like going to the movies or something, watching the sunset with him. He reckoned we had the best seats. Greatest show on earth, he’d say, and it’s free.’

I laughed. His voice went low and slow and different when he did Grandad. It felt like a new person had walked into the room.

Kit talked more about his grandad than anything else. And it was usually when he was showing me a new technique − with pastels or ink or watercolour. When we went to the creek or walking in the bush, the pictures Kit came back with were so detailed, like little photographs. Every ridge in the casuarina bark was there, like lines on a person’s face. There was the staghorn in the fork of the branches, the brown going to rot at the ends of the fronds, a sparkle like a fallen star in the creek. But before he started, he spent a long time looking. ‘You gotta pay close attention,’ he said, being Grandad. ‘You’d be surprised how far your eyes can go, X-ray.’

Seemed Grandad often thought you’d be surprised.

When Kit described Barrumba, it was as if he was painting it. And when he told a Barrumba story, I could see it.

‘I caught the train up there; you’d be surprised how long it took.’ He laughed at my eyebrows. ‘Ten hours.’

‘You can drive through a whole country in that time!’

‘Yeah, I left in the morning and arrived at night. There was just this empty station. No moon, just one streetlight. So quiet. A dog howling somewhere. You been in the country at night? Totally black, except for the stars. Mum told me Grandad was going to pick me up in the ute but there was no one.’

‘Hadn’t you been up there before?’

‘Nah, never met him.’ When he saw my face he shook his head. ‘It’s all right, there’s been a bit of trouble between Mum and him. Anyway, so I go down the stairs of the station and just start walking. It’s a big wide road, streets so wide you could catch a bus to the other side, empty except for a cat under this one streetlight. A Chinese restaurant, the RSL, a bowls club, all closed even though it’s only eight o’clock. Mum said the house was near the river and I knew the address but … then a ute drives up fast and skids to a stop right beside me.’

‘And you think, Uh-oh, serial killer.’

Kit grinned. ‘I hold the phone torch up to the window. This old guy leans out and blinks. He looks annoyed. Grey whiskers, a white scar under his eye. That’s when I knew it was him.’

‘How?’

‘He got the scar when Mum hit him with a spade.’

‘God, was that the trouble between them?’

He laughed. ‘Nah, she was only three, an accident, she was whirling it around and he got in the way. So he goes, “Kit Jamison?” He shoots it out like an army sergeant. “Where’s your identification, boy?” I didn’t know what to say. But then he laughs. “I’m your grandad, hop in.” That’s when I notice he’s wearing a tie. He never wore it again when I was there.’

‘He put that on because he was meeting you.’

Kit nodded. He had that shy proud smile again. ‘It’s great arriving at night because in the morning everything around you is …’

‘A surprise,’ I said, trying on Grandad.

 Kit laughed again. ‘That’s right. Where there’s black before, now there’s trees and river and these yellow purple hills − and sheep. They belong to the next property but there’s this one comes up every day to hang with Grandad. It’s crazy, she likes to be tickled under the ear just like a dog. Grandad calls her Woof. He gave me a painting of her to take home.’

‘I’d love to see it.’

‘Yeah, well.’ He went quiet for a moment, so I changed the subject.

‘So if he isn’t a farmer what does he do up there, your grandad? Does he sell his paintings?’

‘Nah, mainly he gives them away. His neighbour, a lady called Rose, says he should have an exhibition. But he’s not interested. He’s a cabinetmaker, works around town. He’s always fixing stuff in his shed. He didn’t say much that first day, I had to sort of discover everything myself.’

‘Why was that?’

Kit shrugged. ‘I don’t know. He said he thought I’d only be interested in games on my phone, like other city kids. He seemed really pleased when I followed him into his shed and asked if he’d teach me how to plane wood.’

 ‘My dad did a woodworking course once but he bashed his thumb with the hammer on the second day. Mum told him he better stick to journalism.’

Kit laughed. ‘Is he coming home soon?’

I nodded. I didn’t want to think about that. ‘Keep going about your grandad. Did you learn how to plane wood or whatever that is?’

‘Yeah, and I nearly finished making a chair for my room but then I had to leave.’

‘Why? You couldn’t bring it back to finish?’

He shook his head, frowning. There was the full stop again. You never knew when it was coming. It was like running full speed around a corner and bumping into a wall.

So I let it be.

Then he said, ‘It was hard to leave.’ It looked hard to say. ‘I had to. Kind of quickly. But the night before, Grandad gave me a book. His favourite.’ He smiled, and looked away. ‘It sort of helped, having the book. It was something real to take back with me, you know, like I didn’t dream it.’

‘What’s the book about?’ I thought the wall might come then, but Kit’s face lit up.

‘Wang Wei, Chinese painter from the eighth century. It’s full of lessons about painting. Grandad said he learned everything important from him.’

Kit brought the book to show me the next day. It had a black cloth cover and faded gold writing. The spine was carefully held together with sticky tape. Black ink drawings showed how to paint leaves and mountains, trees, rivers. The notes about them were like riddles. In a waterfall, you must make little interruptions to the ink but no breaks, because the brush stops but the spirit continues. I thought a lot about that but couldn’t decide what it meant. The words excited me though.

The part I liked most had been underlined. If art was a religion, I thought, this would be a commandment. I wrote it down in my sketchbook:

Understand the character of what you paint … If you paint a fish, you must feel like a fish; you must envy him his life in the water. Otherwise your picture will look more like a fish on a dish than a live fish swimming …

It was the book, and the way Kit said, ‘You can borrow it if you like’ − sort of wonderingly, as if he’d surprised himself − that proved to me we were best friends.
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 After that, I watched things more closely before I drew them. I watched Picasso dream on my bed and saw how he tucked his nose into his tummy to make a circle, how his eyelashes stood out so long and straight they looked stuck on, how the black target of his bottom frayed into the dapple of grey and white along his sides. I drew as I looked and when he sprang up, awake, I drew that too, his dark eyes catching the light, his long soft ears hanging down as if weights were attached to them.

My walls began to fill up with Picasso − sleeping, running, eating, chasing spiders. It’s funny; as I drew him I felt something open inside me, as if a Picasso-shaped softness was trickling into my empty place. It made me want to scratch behind his ears, kiss the top of his head, hear his growls of happiness. Now instead of at the end of the bed he liked to sleep on my stomach or chest or even my neck. I complained to him and pushed him away, but he crept back and I didn’t really mind.

Maybe when you pay attention to something for long enough, you stop being afraid of it. Is that what you call loving?

When we went walking in the bush I studied the bandagey trees, which were called paperbarks, and touched the flakiness like tissue beneath. I drew forests of dark ghostly gums with a moon rising behind them. Using watercolours, I painted the bush at sunrise and sunset, with a path of pine needles winding through the trees. I wanted to put faces on the tree trunks, and magical animals in their branches. I saw the forest moving with mysterious beings leading you along the path, into the moonlight.

I began to dream of these animals instead of bacteria. I woke up planning paintings of creatures with the heads of deers and bodies of dragons or giant birds. They were mixed-up monsters but to me they were very lovely and tender and sad. Sometimes in the dream they’d be talking to each other in their own language and I’d wake up trying to see their alphabet. Sometimes I showed Kit. And sometimes they showed up in my sketchbook, too. Flowing down a hill, draped like leopards in the fork of a tree.

I thought how good it was to draw things you loved rather than feared. To paint worlds where your creatures could live in peace while they struggled to find who they were.
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 One day Kit gave me a portrait he’d painted of me. It was amazingly lifelike − there were my own brown eyes staring back at me, and the curl that always bounced from my side parting, even though I’d tried so many times to straighten it. He said my hair was like my sense of humour, kinky.

When Mum saw it, she gave a little cry of surprise. ‘Wow, he’s really observed you, hasn’t he?’ And now she did − observed me − and watched as I went red. But she didn’t say anything more, just smiled.

I decided to do a portrait of Kit, too. I worked from memory but somehow nothing I drew came to life. In my mind I looked hard at his long face, the high cheekbones, his strong nose and jaw, his green gold grey eyes. I could see him so clearly. But I just couldn’t get a resemblance.

Kit’s other favourite artist was Vincent Van Gogh. Vincent scorned drawing from memory − why do that, he said, when there’s all of nature to draw from? My proportions were all wrong, the light and shadow flat. But I couldn’t ask Kit to pose. It was only when I gave up trying to make it look like the real thing, and drew him as my favourite animal, that I felt satisfied.

The giraffe.

It was Kit, and it was this sad lovely giraffe. For me, it was the best thing I’d done. I felt I’d gone right inside him, seen his heart and soul, and painted it. There was the shyness, the long sensitive face, serious expression, the tall lanky legs. And a kind of wildness. But I could never show him.

I saw how much those boys and their name-calling had scorched him. I remembered his voice when he said it was like he stopped being himself. As if now he could only see himself as this awkward knock-kneed creature. The hurt in his face. There’d been something else, too. Shame. But it was those boys who should be ashamed! Did they realise how nasty they were being? Maybe not − who wouldn’t love a giraffe? But they hurt Kit. And although he said he didn’t think about it anymore, it seemed to me that their name-calling, that terrible time, had stuck forever.

I never wanted to hurt him. I kept the portrait hidden, folded in my book. It was just for me. I kept meaning to throw it away. But I kind of loved it, too. His gentle, deep-set eyes, the way they swept up at the corners, almond-shaped. The way they disappeared when he smiled. The giraffey prominence of the forehead. Later, I wished I’d torn it into tiny pieces, and eaten it.
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 We saw each other almost every day. But by the end of August I still hadn’t been to Kit’s house. When I suggested crossing the dam heaving with white pointers, he didn’t even laugh. Usually he laughed at my jokes. Even if they were feeble. At any mention of the bridge over the dam or his house or his mother, he’d go quiet as a stone, almost as if he couldn’t hear you. I felt he was wishing himself away, going small, like one of those sea creatures that shrink back inside their shell as soon as you touch them. So I stopped asking.

We often went to Peg’s house though. Sometimes she’d come to meet us when we walked up with Picasso, and sometimes we went into her house for a drink. I liked doing that − her walls were busy too, but covered with photos rather than paintings. There were lots of her labrador, Bess, and horses and a place out in the country with a wide verandah and a man who grew older across one wall. I’d taken my juice over to look at the man and I’d turned around to ask about him when I saw Kit give a tiny shake of his head. I moved on then but Peg had seen.

She smiled. ‘That was Jake, my husband,’ she said. ‘Lovely man that he was.’ She sighed. ‘We didn’t have children’ − she looked over at the wall of Bess, ‘but in a way we did. Jake loved our dogs too, just like I did.’

 We didn’t see Mal for a while until one day, when we were sitting around Peg’s coffee table, he tapped at the open door.

‘Oh, what now, dogs on the furniture!’ were his words as he strode in. Picasso had climbed up onto the sofa next to Peg, who’d let him stay.

‘And hello to you too,’ said Peg.

Picasso’s growl was like an idling bus but Peg’s firm hand stroking his back in the calm method must have stopped it turning into anything worse.

‘I was just going down to the mall,’ sniffed Mal, ‘and wondered if you needed anything.’ He’d turned his whole body to an angle where he couldn’t see Picasso.

Peg’s face softened. ‘Thank you, Mal, that’s so thoughtful. I can’t think of anything at the moment.’

‘All right, then.’ He hesitated at the door. Then he blurted, ‘You’ll have dog hairs all over that nice new cover.’ He said it so mournfully that Peg smiled.

He hovered a moment then turned on his heel and went out the door, clicking the gate crisply behind him.

As we walked home, I thought about Mal. ‘What animal would you make him?’ I asked Kit.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. He seemed far away, chewing on something.

 ‘I don’t know either,’ I said. ‘But there’s something secretive and sad about him, as well as cross. Maybe he’s an animal who’s forced to live half the time underground. In darkness. A mole-man.’

Kit turned his face away.

‘Oh, sorry …’ I covered my mouth.

He looked back at me, his eyes sharp. ‘What for?’

‘Oh, you know, making people into animals … you know. Maybe you don’t want to think about …’ My voice trailed away.

He kept staring at me, as if he didn’t know what I meant. What did I mean?

He gritted his teeth, holding my eyes with that hard stare. His face was rigid, like a wall you couldn’t get through. It was the same face he wore when he looked at Mal.

I looked away first.

After a few minutes, we both walked on, pretending nothing had happened. Maybe it hadn’t.
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I read the whole of Wang Wei in a week. In his scrolls you could follow a river through bamboo groves or ride with a farmer’s donkey up a mountain. It was the most calming thing. You left everything behind, all the worry of real life. You stopped at the little teahouse nestled into the side of a hill. You felt the sun on your face or the sting of snow on a mountain. The scrolls had happy names like ‘The Stream of Powdered Gold’ and ‘Beautiful Apricot Trees’. Some were five metres long, like a mini country, and you could carry them with you behind your eyes.

When Kit lent me Wang Wei, I copied some of the black ink drawings into my book. Some were accompanied by small lessons like how to make wrinkles in the mountains. The tiny figures were just part of the landscape like the bamboo, or a pear tree. The scenes made you feel nature and how to be part of it. I wanted to learn the style, so I traced some of the pages, my pencil going over and over the wild black lines. It felt like learning poems by heart.

Now, first thing after I woke up, if I had a dream I drew it. I kept a notepad beside my bed and in the early light I drew without looking. Only half-awake, I believed in my magical animals. I could see them in my mind and that was enough. Later I realised many of them looked like giraffes, and I got a rush of fondness at their big eyes and narrow faces … they were half me and half Kit and half from another place that belongs to dreams. That’s too many halves, unequivalent fractions, but somewhere in dream world everything came out even. Sometimes it felt like the dreams moved through me, that I was following them.

If I did a good picture in the morning, it was a good day. Art and Science and even Maths were interesting, and, of course, lunchtimes with Kit.

Wang Wei believed good art could cure sickness. It could heal you like medicine. Maybe it was true. When I was drawing or even just thinking about my magical animals, I felt almost happy.

And I didn’t think about Henry.

I feel so bad saying that. Even if it’s only Henry who is listening. Especially if he is listening.
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Henry. If I didn’t think of him, did he exist? Had he ever made a small Henry-shaped dent on the earth? Sometimes I turned suddenly in the hall and saw him running, his little foot round the corner. Or I heard him whisper lizard right in my ear.

It was best not to think about it. Then it wasn’t really true. Best to let it pass right through you like a sharp breeze, straight through the hole in your chest.

Sometimes I worked so hard at not thinking of him that I travelled far away from myself. But sometimes my mind stayed stuck, reaching from the root of me like a tongue digging down into the painful place.

I couldn’t stop it.

I saw that fibro cottage at the beach, or wait, sometimes it started even further back, when we’re in the car, nearly there, Henry singing ‘row row row your bottom’ − he thought that was funny − over and over till I poked him in the ribs. I see us climbing out, being met by Mum’s friend, Luisa, and their ancient bulldog with the squashed-in face and snorty breathing. I see us sitting round the table at lunch − spaghetti in white bowls on bright orange mats − and Henry slurping it, bolognaise dripping from his chin.

Luisa’s son Lorenzo coming home just as we finished. I remember being shocked at the way he looked, like a man now at seventeen with muscles in his shoulders and almost-stubble on his jaw. He ate everything left in the pot, scraping up the sides with a heel of bread. He was starving, he said. ‘You’re always starving,’ said Luisa.

After he’d eaten, he staggered off to his room.

‘He slept at his girlfriend’s place last night,’ Luisa told us. ‘He’s turned into a nocturnal animal. Only comes home to eat and sleep.’

I remember the afternoon was hot and sludgy, haze hanging in layers like smoke, and I wanted to go to the beach. But the adults said they were too lazy − why didn’t I swim in the pool instead? Why even have a pool, I thought later, when the beach was just a couple of streets away?

Stupid pool.

 Before dinner Lorenzo and Henry played a game of hide-and-seek until Henry stopped and slid to the floor like Tabby Cat, declaring he was ‘exhaustipated’. He patted the space next to him, insisting Lorenzo lie down too.

And then it was the next day, the weather turning chilly and grey, and Mum and Luisa were discussing plans. Dad had left early to interview some environmentalist, and Luisa suggested going for breakfast in town.

Henry was still asleep − he’d had an upset tummy again in the night, so Mum said, ‘Why don’t we wait and see how he is?’

I went to find my drawing things when Mum and Luisa went into the kitchen to make fruit salad. I heard them arguing about who was going to chop the watermelon, Mum insisting that Luisa sit and relax for a change. Lorenzo trudged out in his pyjama bottoms and stood yawning in the hallway.

We both heard the yell from the kitchen. Mum came out white-faced, supporting Luisa round the waist, her hand wrapped in a tea towel. Slowly, the towel was turning red.

‘She sliced her thumb open,’ said Mum. ‘Looks bone-deep.’

 ‘Oh, it’s all right, don’t fuss,’ said Luisa. But as she gazed at the spreading stain, she wobbled.

‘It needs stitches,’ said Mum. ‘The hospital is only ten minutes away, right?’ Luisa nodded. ‘I’ll just go and get Henry.’

‘Why don’t you let the little guy sleep,’ said Lorenzo. ‘I’ll be here when he wakes up.’

I remember how Mum kept sighing, trying to decide what to do. She went down the hall to have another look at him. When she came back she said, ‘He was up twice last night. Bad cramps again.’ She was biting her lip. ‘Oh, I just don’t know. He does look so comfortable lying there, seems a terrible shame to wake him.’

I started to tell her I’d watch him too, but Lorenzo got in first. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll ring you if there’s any problem. If he wakes before you get back, we’ll have another game. He’ll love it.’ He found his phone and punched in Mum’s number.

It was true. Henry adored Lorenzo. Always following him round, asking where the mouse was, the one Lorenzo kept in his arm. And Lorenzo would flex his bicep like a boxer, making the mouse jump and Henry squeal.

The tea towel was dripping on the floor.

‘Mum looks awful, you better go,’ said Lorenzo.

 Luisa made a face. ‘Thanks.’

‘I’ll keep an eye on Frances, too,’ Lorenzo was grinning. ‘Make sure she doesn’t paint the walls. We’ll be fine.’

‘Ha ha,’ I said. I was big enough to look after myself − and Henry. Henry was my brother, wasn’t he?

I watched them go, Mum looking back at us, her arm around Luisa.

Lorenzo went to make tea and toast. ‘Looks like World War Three in here,’ he called. He took his plate and gave me a little wave as he headed back down the hall.

I remember how it got quiet and cool in the living room after they’d gone. Across the breezeway, ferns lined up round the concrete patio, turning the light lime-green. I was glad to be sitting at the big clean pine table with my sketchbook and pencils, and time to draw. And I was drawing … what was I drawing? I don’t remember − that page I ripped up and shredded into a million little pieces, like I could wipe out that afternoon, the sky burned to white, as if it had never ever happened.

But it did.

I remember hearing Lorenzo’s mobile ring from the hallway and his voice loud and angry, protesting about something − ‘I did not, I would never!’ − and I watched him stump across the patio in his bare feet, his anger changing to pleading as he slung open the pool gate. He paced around the pavers, pulling the leaves off a bush, arguing with the phone person, probably his girlfriend, on and on.

And then I must have got more interested in what I was drawing because I didn’t look up again until ages later, not till the kookaburra laughed.

Loud as gunfire.

It was in the quiet afterwards that I heard it, splash.

I looked across the breezeway, out past the green to the fence with its wood palings going grey like an old person’s hair, through to the open gate. Wait, the gate was open?

Splash.

It wasn’t a small sound. Not like a bird come to drink. Not like a tennis ball thwacking the surface.

Something heavy. Important.
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I remember pelting down the hall calling out, ‘Lorenzo, Lorenzo!’ No Henry, no Lorenzo. On the other side of Lorenzo’s bed the glass doors leading out to the patio. Open.

 A yawn of dread started in my stomach. How?

No. Time.

I ran − across the yellow concrete, over the square of lawn to the pool fence. The sun was dazzling after the shade inside, fire sparks between the leaves. The gate swung open on its hinges. The long cool oblong of water.

And sinking like a stone at the deep end was Henry.
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Sometimes the misery of it is so awful that I want to run out of my skin. I want to run and run and run until, looking over my shoulder, I see myself crush to the ground like a pile of broken sticks. The pile gets smaller and smaller until I’m just a speck of dirt in the distance.

When I feel like that, I can’t say a word. I wonder if my sadness is catching. Maybe I am the germ. I don’t want to infect anyone. Not Kit. Not ever Kit.

He never says, What’s wrong? He just checks my face, does this quick glance right into my eyes, like a goal kicked straight and true through the nets. Then he looks away. Sometimes he hums a bit under his breath. Like he’s waiting for a bus, like the little tune is a shelter until the storm passes.

 I felt so grateful to him for that. I couldn’t tell him my secret. No one knew.

When Mum and Luisa got back from the hospital, Henry was lying on my bed with me while I read him The Muddle-headed Wombat. He laughed at Wombat squirting poor Tabby Cat with the hose. Henry was warm and dry and safe. He’d been underwater for just a couple of seconds, but when I carried him across the concrete, into the breezeway and through to the linen cupboard where the towels were kept, he was shivering as if he’d been dropped into Antarctica. I remember how his hair dripped on my arm, his long lashes still holding pearly drops.

‘I was in da water,’ he said. He sounded so surprised, like he’d never get over it. But he only said it once, to me.

Now I think he was shivering with shock, as well as cold.

Imagine opening your mouth and instead of air, water flows into your lungs like … concrete.

Shock and trauma can lower your immunity, you know, just like the cold. I read about it.

When Mum came into the room, Henry climbed off the bed, and made straight for her. I closed my eyes. I waited for him to tell her. But he had the book under his plump little arm. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘Wombat is wetting Tabby Cat with his water gun. Naughty Wombat! Pussy cats don’t like water, not one little bit!’

Mum laughed and Luisa went to lie down, and somehow the afternoon just evaporated like steam from a cooling kettle.

I wanted to tell Mum − late that night, when I was going to bed. She came in to say goodnight. We heard Lorenzo come home, click the front door behind him, trudge down the hall. He was still talking on the phone. Mum rolled her eyes, grinning, her hands making a heart shape.

I took one of them and held it. She looked alarmed. ‘Are you okay?’ She felt my forehead. I saw the line between her dark brows springing up, the way she caught her bottom lip. I was her good girl, wasn’t I?

The words wouldn’t come. That’s when the silence started. The words dried up. I couldn’t tell her how selfish I’d been. How I’d forgotten all about Henry while I drew. I couldn’t. Henry seemed all right − he didn’t even seem to remember to talk about it. He would forget, I thought. He’d just got a surprise. Look now, only hours later he didn’t even talk about it. I would tell him when he was older, when we could laugh about it, when he could forgive me.

 It wasn’t until the next week, when we got home, back to the city with the trucks and ArtSmart that Henry began to cough. And each splutter was like an alarm bell ringing deep inside me, your fault, your fault, your fault he caught cold.
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Kit told me to keep the Wang Wei book for longer if I wanted.

I wanted.

I liked the stories almost as much as the art. Like the one about his Wan Ch’uan Scroll, three metres long, so famous that artists competed with each other trying to copy it. Wang Wei kept the scroll guarded in a temple. It must have made him happy just to look at his pictures of all the beautiful places around Wan Ch’uan, his home.

My favourite story was the one about Kao, an artist admirer of Wang Wei’s. I asked Kit if he remembered it.

But he frowned. ‘Nah, don’t think so.’

It was lunchtime and we were sitting on the benches near the peppercorn tree.

‘Well, Kao had a friend who was really sick. He was looking for ways to help the friend who just kept getting worse. Then one day Kao had an idea. He rushed round to his friend’s place and − oh, it was beautiful what he said, don’t you remember? He said, Put down your heart. After you’ve seen this picture, you will be well. It’s the Wang Ch’uan Scroll!’

Kit smiled.

‘And the sick friend went into a trance just looking at it. He thought he was walking with Wang Wei through all those peaceful places − The Hill of Graceful Bamboo, Waves of Willow, Lake Yi, remember? − and he watched people playing chess and writing poems under a tree, and he didn’t really care where he was or the time of day.’

Kit nodded. ‘That’s right, and in a few days he was all better.’ He clicked his fingers. ‘Just like that.’

He scrunched up his paper bag and aimed it at the rubbish bin a couple of metres away.

‘Good shot,’ I said.

‘Grandad tried to teach that to Mum when she was young.’

‘What, target practice?’

‘No, just what you were saying − tried to lift her mood. Teaching her to draw. She didn’t like school much, couldn’t concentrate and kept nicking off. But she liked drawing. She liked swimming even better. Grandad used to take her down to the river to train − early mornings − and in high school she started to win all her races. He showed me her medals; he’s still got them.’ Kit inspected the line of blue chalk pastel under his thumbnail.

‘Did she keep swimming after school, like go professional?’

Kit half-smiled. ‘Nah, she stopped swimming. Completely. She’s stubborn.’ He shrugged.

‘What happened?’

‘I dunno. It was a bad time. Her mother died. My grandma Sarah. Mum was only sixteen. And Grandad … well, he reckons he wasn’t much help to her. Then there was this thing that happened and she ran away. She’s had a pretty tough life, I reckon, but …’ He shrugged again and picked up a crimson leaf from the ground.

‘What, and they never made it up? Your grandad and your mum? How come? What thing?’

Kit jerked his head away and his ears reddened.

But I couldn’t stop. ‘It’s just, I’d really like to meet your mum, maybe it would be good for … well, maybe for, you know, for me to visit you sometimes?’

His face twisted. ‘Jeez, why can’t you leave it alone? God! I shouldn’t have said anything. Why do I ever say anything?’ His voice was hard. ‘Can’t we just leave it like it is? Or maybe you don’t want me coming over anymore. That’s okay too. That’s fine. Maybe it’s better.’

‘Oh no, I mean, sure, sure, I just want to help, or know you more or something. But I understand, really I do − I mean, even if I don’t know what …’

‘Yeah,’ he said. He tried to smile but his mouth went small and tight, polite. I’d never seen that smile before, not with me. I felt chilled, worse than if he’d sworn at me.

He tried to keep up the smile but it dropped off his chin. You could almost hear the crash. We both sat there, looking at our knees. Mine had a big bruise where I’d tripped over Picasso in the hallway. Why did he always do that, lie right in the middle of your path? Stupid dog. Stupid everyone. That knock into the wall had really hurt.

‘Oh look, I’m sorry,’ I blurted. ‘I always talk too much, too many questions, like, like ASIO!’

‘No, I’m sorry − no, forget it, it’s not your fault.’

I didn’t know what to say. My guts were knotting. We both went back to holding the silence. It was so heavy. Unbearable. My arms ached to put it down. I wanted to count out the seconds, anything not to hear how quiet it had got.

 Suddenly he gave a grunt of frustration. ‘Sorry, I just can’t do this anymore.’ He sprang to his feet, swooping up his bag and striding out across the quadrangle.

You could never mistake his walk − kind of kingly, a tall loping, straight-backed and absorbed in something no one else could see. But now you could tell he wasn’t looking at anything at all except his black shoes going stamp stamp as he stamped his fury into the ground.

The bell rang and I followed him. I was hurrying and dropping my lunch and trying to call out, but his loping had turned to trudging, his back bent as if battling a big wind.

So how did he even see that ball coming at him, so high and fast?

Later I wished he hadn’t ever seen it and it had hit him hard on the head like a reminder to stick to his art, to stick to one thing he loved and never let go, not for anything. Not even for me.
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The ball flew in from his right side, way out of his field of vision. It might have passed over his head if he hadn’t shot out an arm and caught it, easy as breathing.

A whoop went up as Sam and Brent sprinted towards him.

‘Did you see that?’ Sam shouted. ‘He wasn’t even looking this way.’

‘Yeah, mate,’ Brent said to Kit, catching him up, ‘you just took it as soon as you saw it. Like it was yours!’

A boy I didn’t know was coming over. He was taking his time, as if he had important things to think about along the way. He put out his hand for the ball. Kit looked down at it as if he’d forgotten it was still in his hands.

The other boy smiled. ‘You ever play soccer for Oatfield?’

‘Nah,’ said Kit. ‘I don’t do soccer for sport.’

‘I don’t mean the school team. I mean for the football club round here.’

Kit shook his head.

‘Shame. And almost the end of the season. Want to sign up for next year?’

‘Yeah, we keep telling him,’ said Sam, his chest puffing out. ‘But he’s not interested. He’s weird.’

The boy eyed Kit. He said his name was Miguel, and Oatfield’s Blues was a top football club. Would be even better if they had more top players. He asked Kit why he didn’t play. Kit just shrugged.

It was time to go − everyone was trooping into class for the last period. Kit was heading for the Science block when Miguel bounced the ball once really hard on the asphalt. It flew up between them, way over their heads and Kit leaped up and caught it.

Miguel gave a low whistle. ‘Not bad. Your reflexes are quick all right. Even brought your knee up. Who trained you to do that?’

 ‘No one.’ They grinned at each other.

‘Come join the Blues if you change your mind, okay? See ya round, mate.’
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I let Kit go ahead of me into Science. My head felt heavy as a bucket of rain. I dawdled in the corridor, not sure whether to go in or not. Then my legs just did. Ms Pozniak was showing us how connecting pencils to a battery can split water. They were nice new lead pencils. I wondered if they were 4B.

Well, I didn’t really care about the pencils. It was just something my mind was doing while I worried about whether to sit next to Kit or not. But there was a me-shaped space at the bench next to him and it would be odd not to.

He didn’t look up. Maybe for him I was like the weather, always there. Or maybe I annoyed him so much he didn’t want to see me.

His sketchbook was open under the table. He was drawing something on a fresh page. But I didn’t even glance at it.

I worried my bucket-head might leak.

 We set up our glass of salty water and two pencils. They weren’t 4B, but they were sharpened to a perfect point at both ends. I threaded them through the cardboard lid while Kit attached the sharpened ends to a nine-volt battery. He took ages. He kept winding the wire round and round, tying and knotting, as if his life depended on it. It was like he was tying himself up, never to be undone.

My job was to observe the bubbles forming round the pencil points in the water − tiny bubbles of chlorine gas separating from hydrogen. But all I wanted to do was pull him round to face me. He was so far away. I wanted to shout at him, Come back! I wanted to shout, Talk to me! I wanted to ask why everything had to bloody separate − gases, atoms, people, close then apart, alive then dead. How does anyone hang on to anything?

When we’d finished I wrote up our conclusion and passed it to Kit. But he was back to drawing again under the desk. The new page didn’t look new anymore. How did he do that, draw like lightning?

We were packing up to go when he ripped out the page and placed it on my lap.

There was me and Picasso sitting under a yew tree, with a mountain behind us. The mountain and tree swarmed with black ridges and hollows in Wang Wei’s style. It was lovely. Alive. But when I looked closer, I got such a surprise. Picasso had his doggy ugg feet and long black ears, but his face was Kit’s. And he looked sorry.
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We ended up walking together out of school, as if nothing bad had happened. Well, except we were quiet.

‘I love the picture you gave me,’ I began. ‘Can I put it on my wall?’

‘If you want to.’ Kit glanced away. Then, normal as anything, ‘You want to walk the beast this arvo?’

‘Yeah, sure.’

‘I’ve got something for him.’

‘What? Like a treat?’

‘You’ll see.’

We were waiting at the bus stop when Miguel walked past. He nodded at Kit and threw a fake ball at him. Kit fake-caught it. They grinned at each other.

‘He really respects you,’ I said. ‘That was amazing today.’

‘Huh, pure luck.’

 ‘No, you’ve really got something. Everyone could see it.’

‘I was just trying not to get hit on the head.’ He laughed, but it was a happy laugh.

When we got home, Picasso raced to the gate to greet us. He never barked at Kit anymore. Just his tail went berserk.

‘Come on, beastie,’ said Kit, walking down the hall.

In the living room Kit opened his bag and pulled out something bright and yellow and squashy. It looked like a friendly pig-rhino, with a rubbery tusk between its eyes.

Kit held it up and Picasso leaped to grab it. I’d never seen him jump so high. He bounded all over the room like a hairy ballet dancer. When he finally got it between his teeth, the thing let out a loud fart.

Kit and I burst out laughing. And then we couldn’t stop. It was silly, as if we were still little kids, but the more it farted, what with Picasso squeezing and biting it, the more we laughed. My ribs ached and I collapsed on the couch but I couldn’t stop. Kit’s laughter was like a horn honking.

In the end I had to run to the bathroom, and even in there I could hear him honking. When I came back Kit was lying on his back with Picasso on top of him, the pig-rhino dripping from his jaws.

We played tug-of-war and fetch, hurling the poor pig across the room, making vomit noises at how slimy the thing became … Picasso was whimpering with ecstasy, as if all that fun somehow hurt.

It was only when I clipped the lead on that I spied Kit’s black texta writing across the toy’s bottom. THE BEAST OF FRIENDS.

I groaned. ‘What an awful pun.’ But it was the best I’d ever heard.

We were about to take him for a walk when Mum came in.

‘You’re early,’ I said.

‘Sorry,’ she grinned. ‘Don’t mind me. Oh, what a day, I’m exhausted!’ She threw her keys down on the kitchen table.

‘You should put them on the hall table, where they always go,’ I said. ‘Otherwise you’ll be rushing round in the morning hunting for them …’

Mum kicked off her shoes and left them on the cork floor.

‘… and trip over those shoes and break something, and we’ll have to call the ambulance.’

 Mum laughed and glanced at Kit. ‘Do you ever wonder who’s the mother around here?’

Kit laughed but it was tight and short, not blurty like a few minutes ago. He turned away, calling for Picasso.

‘Where’s my favourite hound?’ asked Mum. ‘Why isn’t he licking my unshod feet?’

‘He’s got a new toy.’

‘Oh?’ Mum raised her brows.

‘We’re just about to take him for a walk.’

Mum nodded. ‘Lovely, I’ll just close my eyes for a few minutes before I think about dinner. We’ll have it early − Dad’s ringing tonight.’ She smiled happily. ‘Only six more sleeps till he’s home.’

We found Picasso in a corner of the sofa guarding the pig. It was stashed carefully under a cushion.

‘Oh, come on,’ I told him, ‘it’ll still be here when we get back.’

Picasso just looked at me with his tragic eyes.

Kit took the leash and gave it a pull. But Picasso wouldn’t move. Kit sat down next to him and tickled under his ear. With the other hand he was ferreting out the yellow pig. ‘You can take it with you,’ he explained.

But when we were out the gate, Picasso settled down on the grass to chew it.

 ‘Oh, come on!’ Now I took the leash and tugged it. His ugg boots dug into the dirt. He was doing his flat battery thing, and refused to move.

I don’t know why I found it so annoying. But I did. I kicked the gate.

‘Hey,’ said Kit gently. ‘We don’t have to go right now.’

‘But why won’t he ever do what I tell him? He’s got the damn toy in his mouth, hasn’t he? Why can’t he just move on?’

Kit took the leash. ‘Who knows?’ He bit his lip when he said that, and his face tensed. I felt he was talking about something else but I couldn’t think what.

Picasso still had the toy in his mouth when Dad skyped us at 7.45 pm, right in the middle of Mum’s favourite show. And she didn’t even mind.

‘Hey, you,’ she said softly, a big smile lighting up her face.

Picasso barked at Dad, dropping the pig. Realising his mistake, he scooped it up in his jaws and fled away up the hall into my room.

Dad laughed. ‘I hope he gets used to me when I get home. Is it only men he barks at?’

‘No, just strangers.’

‘How long do they stay strangers?’

 ‘I don’t know,’ I said, ‘he hasn’t lived with one before.’

‘So, listen, stranger,’ said Mum, ‘you better be home soon.’

‘Isn’t that a song?’ Dad frowned. ‘Is it Joe Cocker? Or maybe …’ He looked like he was hunting for the tune but there was something phony about all that exaggerated scratching of his head and humming business.

Mum must have thought so too, because she stopped smiling. ‘Not long now, right?’ she said carefully.

‘Well, yes, but there might be some delay.’

‘Might?’

‘Just a little. It would only be a matter of days. A week or two at the most.’

‘What?’

‘See, we’ve just heard this brilliant story − well, it’s desperate, but you should see the dedication of this girl, the resilience. In the Sindh province—’

‘Pakistan still?’

‘Yes, in the south-east − there’s a village where they’ve completely run out of clean drinking water.’

Mum and I said nothing.

‘So,’ Dad went on in a rush, ‘there’s a girl, Fatima, who makes a four-hour journey to get clean water for her family − but she has to do it three or four times a day!’

 ‘But what can you do?’

‘I want to cover the story; I want it to go viral. Oxfam have been training Fatima to stand up to landlords illegally taking water, and now she’s training with other women to demand their rights … you should see them, the courage of them. They’re climate heroes. But they need support.’

I looked at Mum. Her smile had vanished so completely you’d never know her face had been capable of it.

‘Who’s funding you to do the story?’

Dad looked away at something out of camera. ‘Well, I’m in negotiations,’ he said. ‘I’m pitching to a new magazine on international issues. They’re very interested. See, I’m already on the ground here. It just doesn’t make sense to leave now − it’s only a short delay. But if you really can’t …’

‘No, it’s okay,’ said Mum. But her shoulders said it wasn’t.

‘Will Oxfam bring in antibiotics for the villagers?’ I couldn’t help asking.

‘Well, you better get back to work,’ Mum cut in. ‘What time is it there?’

‘Eight am.’

 She nodded. ‘Just be as quick as you can.’ Her voice was harsh, as if she was shouting inside.

‘Oh, I will, don’t you worry. And how are things there? How’s my favourite daughter?’

‘Gotta go, early start tomorrow. Stay safe.’ She switched him off before he − or his favourite daughter − could say anything. Then just like Picasso, she turned and fled up the hallway. But she had no cuddly toy to take with her.

I lay on my bed listening to the quiet in Mum’s room. Maybe she’d gone to sleep. Or maybe she knew how to cry quietly. She’d had a lot of practice. Picasso was lying on my stomach, the toy safe under his ear. I rubbed his back. That warm, soft little body. Maybe I should take him in with her to sleep tonight.

I carried him and his Beastie up the hall and knocked at her door. Her bedside light was still on. She gave me a watery smile when I came in so I lay him over her legs.

‘I thought you might need him tonight,’ I said.

‘Oh, you’re a sweetheart.’

‘He won’t be too long,’ I said. ‘Dad, I mean.’ I tried to sound confident.

‘Hmm.’ She looked down at Picasso. ‘I didn’t mean to cut you off. I just couldn’t …’

 ‘That’s okay, don’t worry.’ I waited for a bit but she didn’t say anything more, so I said goodnight.

In seconds Picasso was back in my room and on my bed, Beastie clamped in his jaws.

‘He’s come back here, sorry!’ I yelled up the hall.

‘Hound keeps me awake, anyway,’ she yelled back. ‘Sweet dreams.’

Mum was just being nice. I’d made everything worse. Now she probably felt even more lonely. Rejected by Hound. I wanted to throw Picasso off my chest. Him and his wretched wet Beastie. ‘It wasn’t long since you lived in the laundry,’ I told him. ‘Why don’t you do what I tell you?’

He growled sleepily.

I sat up in bed. My legs felt so itchy. Furious. Bloody Dad, why did he have to stay away, why did Picasso have to be so selfish? Why did I have to be so useless?

I was too angry to sleep so I got up and googled Pakistan and Oxfam, and saw a photo of the village in the Sindh province, and the women hauling water for sixteen hours a day. Some girls looked as young as me.

‘So who’s selfish?’ I hissed at Picasso. ‘Who has a comfortable bed with plenty of water in the tap and is still worried about her own selfish self?’

 I kicked the bed and stubbed my toe. It hurt like hell. Served me right.

I took Kit’s picture out of my bag and Blu-Tacked it on the wardrobe facing my bed. The stream drifted beneath the mountain, clean and calm. It made me stop. I could feel my breath slowing. I thought about our conversation before I’d ruined it, how we’d shared Kao’s story and lived for a moment with the happy people playing chess and writing poems next to a river with enough water in it.

Everyone should have one person they can do that with. Escape. It was a thought I’d never had before. Or imagined for my mum. But she must have had that with Dad. And now she didn’t. He was too far away.

I didn’t want to think about them now, so I went back to looking at the picture. I imagined me and Kit inside it, under the yew tree. Here there’d be no spiky subjects making spiky shadows. Nothing out of place. I could see us in the little teahouse up the mountain, sipping tea. The bamboo would shoosh at us softly overhead, and together we’d shoosh away every dark secret, his and mine.

We would live in the light, in Wang Wei’s world.




[image: Image]

A couple of days later we were waiting at the canteen to order lunch. Wednesday was my canteen day, and I always shared the treat with Kit. In my opinion, he never had enough lunch of his own. My mother said it was because teenage boys have ‘hollow legs’ but I told her only birds do, that’s how come they can fly.

It was a long queue and Brent was four ahead of us, but when he turned and saw Kit, he stepped out of line. ‘You go first, mate,’ he said. ‘I wanna talk to you.’

‘Nah,’ said Kit, ‘thanks, it’s okay.’

Brent shook his head so that his long fringe splayed over his eyes. ‘No, go on.’

 They stood there awkwardly until the woman behind the counter growled, ‘Well, what’ll it be? Haven’t got all day!’

Kit ordered for himself and me and Brent, which made it awkward to sort out everyone’s money, and then the three of us wandered over to the benches.

Kit’s neck was flushing as Brent sat down next to him. ‘Got a minute?’

I quickly opened my sandwich and took a bite so I wouldn’t say anything.

‘We’ve got a problem with Saturday’s match,’ Brent began. ‘Laszlo’s sick.’

‘I know,’ I spluttered. ‘He’s had a really sore throat and his glands are up, he even went to the sick bay yesterday. What’s he got?’

‘Glandular fever.’

‘That’s catching!’

Kit grinned. ‘What germ is that?’

‘Epstein-Barr virus,’ I shuddered. ‘It’s spread by saliva.’ How often had I sat next to Laszlo? I’d have to research it properly when I got home.

Brent stared at me. ‘Yeah, well,’ he said slowly. He turned back to Kit. ‘So he can’t play Saturday. And he’s kind of difficult to substitute. He’s our goalie.’

 The red on Kit’s neck crept up his cheek.

‘Thing is, our reserve is down with a twisted ankle − a sprain.’

‘That’s bad luck.’

‘I mean, we could get another reserve but we thought − Miguel, our captain, said − maybe you could come in as a one-off?’

Kit looked away at a magpie hovering near the bins. ‘Nah, that’s crazy. I’ve never played with you guys.’

‘But you’ve played before, right? You’re too smooth for someone’s who’s never touched a ball.’

Kit took a swig of his drink. ‘Oh, when I was younger, sure.’

‘How about you just come to practice this arvo? See how you go, do a training session. Then you can decide about Saturday.’ Brent didn’t sound like Brent − or maybe it was a more thoughtful, well-rehearsed Brent.

Kit shook his head. ‘I’ve got stuff on today.’

‘Like what?’

‘Stuff.’ Kit stood up. ‘Gotta go.’

Brent stood up too. He didn’t look cross; he looked calm, as if waiting for a bus that was sure to come. ‘Just think about it. It’ll be great. You’ll be great. Miguel’s expecting you. Oatfield Oval at five.’
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The last period was Art. As soon as we entered the classroom I checked for Laszlo. I even asked Ms Sutar.

‘He’ll be away all week,’ she said, looking at me curiously.

‘Oh good, thanks!’

While we were taking down notes about art and society, I asked Kit what he was doing this afternoon. He didn’t reply.

‘Will you be going to soccer practice?’

Kit shifted on his seat. ‘I’ve got stuff to do at home, gotta see how things are …’

‘What things? How do you mean?’

‘Just, maybe get some dinner started.’

‘Oh, does your mum work late? Or is she …’

Kit shot me a look.

‘Oh, right. Well, whatever you think.’ I studied the smartboard and wrote something down. ‘Might be fun though, it’s not till five.’

I was relieved to see Kit smile. ‘You never give up, do you?’ he said.
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 I didn’t see Kit after school as Ms Sutar asked me to stay back to discuss my assignment. She said it was well-researched but I hadn’t answered the actual question. She didn’t want to fail me … and now she knew all about Yersinia pestis and how it acts on the human body but not how it influenced the Italian Renaissance in the fourteenth century.

I said it was a fair point and it was just that I’d run out of time and word space. She gently pointed out that Laszlo didn’t have Y. pestis, he just had glandular fever which is very common among teenagers and young adults. I said I knew, but what might it do to old people, like parents? She didn’t seem to know what to say to this. So I told her it was okay, not to worry, I’d research it, and she said please not to, I’d have enough to do tonight rewriting my assignment.

She was right. I started as soon as I got home, and I didn’t finish until ten o’clock. It was actually fascinating to see how much influence the plague had on art in the fourteenth century − you could argue it actually caused the Italian Renaissance to be born. Which I did. Amazing, isn’t it, that a truly dreadful disease could produce such beauty. I couldn’t wait to talk about that, so I planned to visit Peggy. In fact, maybe if Kit wanted to come we could take Picasso tomorrow afternoon.

But Kit had other plans.

‘I’ve got training again.’ He grinned at my jaw dropping. ‘Yeah, well, there’s only two more days till the game.’

‘So it was fun!’

‘Yeah, you’d be surprised.’ He laughed, spreading out his hands. He looked down at them as if they were long-lost friends. ‘And it feels good to help out. This is the first season the Blues have been anywhere near making the finals. If they win the next three games, they’ll be the champions. And they’ve got some good players.’

‘That’s great, Kit!’

‘Yeah, thanks … Frances.’

We laughed. Isn’t it strange how when you get to be best friends, you hardly ever use the other person’s name anymore? I remembered how the last time Mum spoke to Dad she began with, ‘Hey, you,’ and it sounded like they were so close, as if he’d just wandered in from the garden.
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 On Saturday I went to see the Blues play. It was the first soccer match I’d ever attended. I asked Kit beforehand if he minded and he said no. He even drew a quick diagram of the field and players’ positions so I’d find it more interesting.

I did.

I’m not sure if that’s because I’d learned more about soccer or because Kit was in the game. But I was pretty interested to see how people like Brent played, too. I’d never seen him concentrate on anything for long. If I’d been the opponent he was marking so closely, I’d have been irritated as hell − how do players stop from wanting to thump the guy who keeps blocking them? I noticed Sam, too, twice managing to tackle a midfielder and get the ball. People cheered at that. It seemed very brave to me. What if your leg got snapped in the clash?

I started to feel a bit differently about them, as if they’d only ever lived inside one frame and now they’d jumped out into 3D.

They were good, but you could see why Miguel was the captain. He played centre back, defending in the area directly in front of the goal. He was kept busy, but he found time to communicate with his own side − Kit, in particular. He never said more than a word but everyone got it at a glance. Must be a lot in the body language, I decided, like the steps of a dance routine they’d rehearsed.

They’d only trained together three times but Miguel and Kit seemed to have it worked out. Miguel’s main job was to prevent opposing players from scoring a goal − Kit watched him almost as much as he watched the attackers from the other side. But the ball didn’t come too often within striking distance, and I felt sort of relieved.

At half-time, when they were sucking oranges, I went back to my sketchbook. But Kit came over and offered me an orange quarter.

‘Not a lot of action for me yet,’ Kit said.

‘That’s good, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, I guess so.’

‘You enjoying it?’

He nodded.

‘You’re watching all the time, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah, can’t take your eyes off the ball for a second. There’s so much fakery, a lot of second-guessing you gotta do—’

‘Hey Kit, over here!’ We both turned round to see Miguel calling him into the huddle of Oatfield players.

‘See you later,’ Kit said, and ran to them.
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It was in the second half that Kit really shone. Neither team had scored a goal. And then the other side got a free kick because one of our wingers hadn’t kept his frustration in check and tripped up his opponent. But when the other team kicked the ball down the field and Miguel raced to block it, he missed. The ball just kept flying through the air like a rocket and an opponent caught it, sending it soaring straight towards our goal area.

Kit was there. It happened so quickly. He leaped up, his body in a massive bend, and hooked it with both hands, sending it flying back down the field past the centre, so powerfully that our midfielder Ajmal tackled for it and sent it on to the winger − who scored a goal. It all happened in seconds, maybe one minute … what was so nearly a goal for the other side ended up being a goal for Oatfield.

The cheer that went up hurt your ears. It made the water come into your eyes. I found myself on my feet with mums and dads and little kids, yelling my lungs out. My throat hurt so much afterwards I worried I’d caught the Epstein-Barr virus.

 Going over it later in my mind, I saw Kit watching that ball, glued. But even then, how did he know Miguel was going to miss, that the ball would end up heading true like an arrow to the right corner of the goal, all in the time it took you to breathe once? He must have started running early, triggered by some twitch, some instinct … that’s what they were saying later − all those boys, Miguel and Sam and Brent and Ajmal − Kit had intuition, he had the instinct, he was a top player.

They carried him off the soccer field, all two metres of him, like some sort of king. I caught his expression as they went by − full of light, laughter, happiness.

They won!
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On Monday he was still wearing that smile. In Art both Brent and Sam tried to sit next to him but I got there first. Grudgingly, Sam clomped down next to me.

Ms Sutar was telling us about the new mural being planned for Oatfield High’s library. ‘We want it to be a big bright invitation,’ she said, ‘instead of that go-away brick wall.’ The principal had been considering a professional artist for the job but Ms Sutar suggested her Art students might want to have a go first. ‘So,’ she said, looking around at us, ‘what do you think? Any ideas?’

I put up my hand.

Sam snickered. ‘What would you paint? Bacteria?’ His smile wasn’t really mean. Still, I put my hand down.

At the end of Art Kit gave Brent a picture of a soccer player − it was only a few black lines, but he’d managed to get Brent’s likeness, the dark fringe swept up and back, more like a mane so that he looked both fierce and Brentish at the same time. It was amazing. Brent loved it. Sam started to protest when he saw it but Brent just gave him a look. Later I heard Sam ask if Kit would do one of him, sitting on his brother’s Ducati.

Kit went to practice Tuesday and Thursday. Laszlo still hadn’t returned, so it looked like Kit would play again on Saturday, the second-last match of the season.

I didn’t see as much of Kit that week. I didn’t mind. When we were together he was freer, lighter, as if that private wound he’d been carefully guarding had healed over. Somehow I felt lighter too. The ground beneath us mightn’t crack like eggshells; we might just float above it, like feathers.
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 On Friday Kit and I stayed back after school to talk with Ms Sutar about the mural. Seemed no one else was keen enough to miss the start of their weekend.

‘It’s a big wall,’ Ms Sutar said slowly. ‘What if it ends up being just you two? And me, of course. There hasn’t been much interest yet from the older students.’

‘We don’t mind,’ I said quickly. ‘Means it’s us who get to decide what to paint.’ I looked at Ms Sutar’s face. ‘Well, I mean, when we’ve talked about it with you, of course.’

‘Yeah, we’d draw it up on paper first to show you the general layout, right?’ Kit was cracking his knuckles as if he was getting ready to start. ‘What paints would we use − acrylics?’

‘Yes,’ said Ms Sutar. ‘The school will supply what we need. For the big areas of colour like sky or grass, you’d use household paint. It’s much cheaper.’

‘So, like, block in the background areas first when we do the outline,’ Kit said.

‘Exactly.’ Ms Sutar looked more confident now.

This seemed the right moment to bring up our plan. ‘I brought a book we’ve been looking at. It’s given us some ideas.’

‘Uh-oh,’ said Ms Sutar. ‘Not a medical textbook, I hope.’

 I frowned at her. I couldn’t help it.

But Kit laughed. ‘Go on, show her,’ he said.

‘Well, it’s a book full of paintings that are a bit like murals.’ I decided to ignore their smirking. ‘They’re scrolls, actually, big ones, some are three metres long.’

And so we told her all about Wang Wei and his landscapes and how we wanted to pick out the places we loved around Oatfield and paint them, just like Wang Wei did with his beloved Wang Ch’uan. ‘Well,’ I added, ‘we can try.’

It was very satisfying to see Ms Sutar pore over the book and look up at us with her wide smile. ‘I love the idea.’ She practically clapped her hands. ‘It’s brilliant! What places are you thinking? The creek? The forest? The dam?’

‘Yeah, all those,’ said Kit. ‘And we’d fill up the dam with white pointers.’

‘Pardon?’

I frowned again. ‘He’s just being silly.’

But later that made me think. What if we did give the landscape a more magical feel? Like telling a story? What if hiding in the picture were animals − not white pointers but strange, mythical animals, like a centaur maybe, a dragon flashing through the trees? Animals could have wings, they could be up in the sky or reading books under the trees, or even flying out of books like characters come to life …

As we walked home, we talked about the mural. I just wanted to get home and start drawing. Dreaming with my eyes open.

But Picasso wanted to go for a walk.

‘Plenty of time to do both,’ said Kit. ‘I’m staying for dinner, remember?’

I beamed at him. ‘Yeah, pizzas!’
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When we got to the reserve, Picasso spotted Peggy in her floppy hat, digging up something in the garden. I only just managed to hang on to the leash. When she saw us she tried to straighten her back but didn’t get very far.

‘Here, let me do that,’ said Kit, taking the shovel. ‘You want the roots dug up?’

Peggy gave him a grateful smile. ‘They’re stubborn, these damn privets − it was only a small tree but it seems I’m allergic to its flowers.’

 Kit dug and chopped the roots while Peggy rubbed her back against the trunk of a palm. Picasso ran around her in circles.

‘How’ve you been, you three?’ she asked.

‘We’re going to paint a mural for the school,’ I began. But then I remembered the plague assignment, so I told her about Yersinia pestis instead and how it had been the cause of the Italian Renaissance.

I saw Kit roll his eyes at Peggy as he flung a shovelful of earth across the grass. ‘Where’s the off switch?’ he whispered.

Peggy grinned. ‘She’s got a point though. People have to change when there’s a major threat to life. You can’t keep doing things the way you did. Look at climate change. Back in medieval times, that plague killed half the population of Florence.’

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘People grabbed a bit of happiness while they could—’

‘In art,’ Peggy nodded.

‘And it stopped mattering whether you were born into a poor or rich family because everything was breaking down anyway and people began to judge you as a person, like artists suddenly became important even if they weren’t—’

 ‘Yes, come in and get a drink while we talk,’ Peggy said. ‘I’ve got a splendid book on the Renaissance, you’ll love it.’ She started to make her way up the path as if she couldn’t wait to get there.

‘You go,’ said Kit, ‘I’ll just finish up here.’

When we were settled on the couch, Peggy put the book on my lap. It was a big glossy hardback with colour plates. Michelangelo, Masaccio, da Vinci, Botticelli …

‘Look at those faces, they’re so real!’ I pointed to a painting of Christ lying on a bed. ‘He looks like an ordinary man who might live next door. Well, a very thin, sad man, I guess. Still, art wasn’t like that before the Renaissance.’

‘No, but if you go right back to classical times, Ancient Greece and Rome, you find real-looking people in art again.’

Peggy got up to look for a book on Ancient Rome and Picasso followed her to see if he could help.

Kit came in then. He went to wash his gardening hands at the sink.

‘Hey, you,’ I said softly.

He looked around, and smiled. I think I’ll always remember that smile. It was his, but mine too. Because he gave it to me. It said, I’m happy to know you. It made me feel like a star. I took a picture of it in my mind, click, so I’d have it always, no matter what happened.

We turned the pages of the classical art book, the three of us on the sofa. Well, four of us, if you counted Picasso practically purring on Peggy’s lap. We had to prop up part of the book on his back. He didn’t mind.

None of us spoke. It was a comfy kind of quiet. We were all sharing the same world − the creamy limbs of warriors and goddesses, asleep, in armour, wrestling with snakes or monsters. I made up my mind to go to Italy as soon as I was old enough, and see these marble wonders for myself. Peggy said the ones in the book were still there in museums and cathedrals − you could reach out and touch them! I turned the glossy pages carefully. Picasso snored.

A loud thud came from somewhere at the back of the house. We all jumped.

‘What was that?’ Kit sprang up as if he’d been shot.

‘It’ll be Malcolm.’ Peggy sighed. ‘Probably dropped something.’

‘He’s here? What’s he doing?’

‘Sorting the spare room, I think.’ Her eyebrows rose. ‘Apparently there’s too many things in this house collecting dust.’

 A minute later Mal stomped into the living room, a box of books in his arms. ‘Phew, and that’s only the first lot,’ he said. The blue of his shirt had turned navy under the armpits. But he looked triumphant.

‘First lot of what?’ said Kit sharply.

‘Kit,’ I whispered.

But Mal didn’t seem to notice Kit’s tone. ‘Old books, doggy rugs … Full of dust. Clouds of it. Lots should be thrown out.’

Kit looked at Peggy.

‘Dust is the worst kind of allergen,’ Mal went on. ‘Sets off Peg’s cough.’

I saw Picasso’s lip lift at Mal. Oh, please, no …

‘Did Peg ask you to do that?’ Kit’s jaw clenched.

My heart was racing. Stop, I wanted to say to Kit − you can’t speak to adults like that. Especially older ones like Mal who probably had nerve problems − look at the way he was pulling his ear. Wiggling it like a loose tooth.

Picasso’s growl suddenly turned to bark, climbing to full throttle in a nanosecond.

‘Shut up!’ screamed Mal, and put his hands over his ears.

Under Peggy’s hand Picasso’s barking shrank back to a growl, but constant like an idling engine. Peg gave Mal a sympathetic look and turned to us. ‘Mal is scared of dogs. And Picasso is scared of Mal. It’ll take a little while for them to understand each other.’

Mal sat down heavily on a kitchen chair. He wiped his forehead with his hanky.

I looked at Kit. He was staring at Mal. You could see his eyes taking in the slump of Mal’s shoulders, his trembly mouth, the way he seemed to have shrunk in size. Kit’s face relaxed. In a much gentler tone he asked, ‘Can I ask why?’

Mal’s leg jiggled on the chair. ‘I was bitten once. When I was a boy.’

Peg nodded. ‘It was a bad bite. The dog had been treated cruelly, and could only respond to a pat or any attention with aggression.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Kit said.

Mal nodded in recognition. ‘It’s so long ago. But it’s hard to forget.’ He glanced at Peg, giving her a tucked smile. ‘Hard, even though Mum and Peggy,’ he glanced up at the photos, ‘even Bess, they tried so hard to help me.’

‘Well,’ said Peg. ‘Never say never. Picasso is a smaller dog. Maybe you’ll find him easier. Little steps.’

‘Maybe,’ said Mal. But he didn’t look too sure.
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The sky had turned gold and orange along the horizon when we walked back through the reserve. A pale moon hung above the trees. Kit picked up a stick to throw for Picasso. We were quiet − funny how different silences can be. In this one thoughts were loud in my head. But Kit spoke first.

‘I don’t know why I say half the things I do.’

‘Me neither. Although after, I think about it too much.’

Kit smiled. ‘I shouldn’t have been so quick to, you know, with Mal.’

I thought about how Kit’s face had changed when Peg spoke. ‘I guess we’re all scared of something.’

‘That’s what I like about dogs. No words but you can tell what they’re feeling.’

‘Not always, look at that dog who bit Mal. It was probably scared but it got angry instead.’

‘Maybe.’

Picasso wove between us, always just a step ahead.

‘I wish we were cephalopods,’ I said.

‘What?’

‘Squid. Octopuses. You know, they change colour according to how they feel.’

 ‘No.’

‘Well, they turn blue with despair, red with anger, white with fear. I’m thinking if Mal had gone white when he looked at Picasso—’

‘And squirted ink …’

‘Then we’d have known what was going on from the start. I mean, if we were cephalopods, everyone would basically understand each other already.’

‘Lucky cephalopods,’ grinned Kit. ‘Is that true?’

‘I’m not sure. My dad read it somewhere. Could just be anecdotal evidence.’

Kit bent to pick up the stick Picasso brought back. They both hung on to it, playing tug-of-war, and we all nearly fell over each other.

By the time we reached home it was almost dark. I knew Mum wouldn’t be home tonight, because she’d told me she was having dinner with Luisa. But when Kit and I walked in, I felt awkward. Somehow, the house was different. The dark was unknown, like a stranger. I snapped on the lights and put out Picasso’s dinner.

Kit was in the living room. He was studying the painting of Mum and me.

‘Mum’s having dinner with Luisa tonight,’ I said. ‘You know, the friend who painted that.’

 Kit nodded.

‘It’s good, they always cheer each other up.’ I was glad they were together tonight. Ever since the phone call with Dad, Mum had been so quiet, drooping around the house.

We stood looking at the painting until it was impossible to stand together a moment longer in the silence. I wished he’d say something. I didn’t know why I felt so tense. I glanced at him quickly. He was somewhere very far away, somewhere I couldn’t go.

I wanted to say, What are you thinking about? but I didn’t. ‘You hungry?’ I went to get my phone. ‘Let’s order the pizza. What do you want?’

We shared Napoletana and margherita, and started to talk about the mural. Everything became normal again. Picasso went to sleep on the couch between us. It was lovely. Except for at the end when Kit said he’d better get home. I told him Mum would be here soon and expected to give him a lift. But he said he wanted to go to bed early, what with the big game the next day.

‘But she won’t be long,’ I argued. ‘Isn’t it far in the dark to your place? I mean, you’ll have to go through the bush, cross over the dam, won’t you? How will you see in the dark?’

 Kit stood up. His face looked hard again. ‘It’s okay,’ he said, with a full stop. ‘I know the bush; I can find my way with my eyes closed.’ If he was a cephalopod, he’d be going red right now.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow then,’ I said quickly. ‘I’m coming to the game. Good luck.’

He smiled. ‘Cross everything.’

‘I will, only that’ll make it difficult to walk.’

He honk-laughed as I proceeded to demonstrate.




[image: Image]

The soccer match was two buses away from Oatfield.

I set my alarm but slept right through it. ‘Why didn’t you wake me?’ I asked Picasso, yawning.

It had been hard to get to sleep last night.

If I caught the 180 bus in the next ten minutes, I figured, I could get to the oval by half-time. But maybe Mum wouldn’t mind driving me. I got dressed quickly and went out to the kitchen. Mum wasn’t there. I tiptoed to her room. The door was ajar, but she wasn’t in bed. She wasn’t in the garden, either.

‘Strange, for a Saturday,’ I told Picasso. ‘Mum should be having her coffee in bed. Not out already.’

I ran to the gate − her car was gone. I looked at the clock again. Too late for the bus. Too late for the match.

 Picasso’s whimper changed to happy barking when I trudged back down the hall. ‘Much better idea,’ his tail said. ‘Where’s my breakfast?’

I fed Picasso, then sprawled on the outdoor furniture, pretending to be enjoying a lazy morning. But I wasn’t convinced. Where was Mum? What would Kit think when I didn’t turn up? Would he be disappointed? I’d mucked everything up again as usual.

I went to get the leash. ‘Come on, let’s walk. That’ll help.’ We ran the whole way to the reserve, even though I knew it was too early to visit.

Peggy opened the door in her nightie. She was still threading an arm through her dressing-gown, her hair flat on one side from bed.

‘Oh, I’ve woken you!’

‘Just reading in bed. My little luxury.’

I was holding Picasso tight on the leash but Peggy’s sleepy smile broadened as she bent to pat him.

‘It’s all right,’ she said, ‘you can come in. Coast is clear.’ I supposed she meant Mal.

My chest expanded. I sparkled inside like the kitchen taps in the sunlight. As we followed Peggy, I felt this was my place, home.

‘Cup of tea?’ Peggy was already putting the jug on.

 ‘Where are the cups?’

‘Right-hand cupboard above your head.’

I found the teabags in a jar and got milk from the fridge. It was good to behave more like a family member than a visitor.

We took the tea into the living room. The box of books was still sitting there like a sulky troll. We both looked at it.

‘That was a bit awkward yesterday,’ I blurted. ‘With Mal, I mean.’

She waved her hand. ‘He’s fine.’ Picasso tried to climb onto her lap. ‘No, wait till I finish my tea,’ she told him, and tickled under his ear with her toe.

I eyed the box. ‘Has Mal dusted the books now?’

Peggy grinned. ‘Oh yes, they’re practically sterile. He wanted to give them away to Vinnies but I told him to go home.’

‘Is he retired? He spends so much time at your place.’

‘He still misses his mother.’

‘But he’s old!’

Peggy shrugged. ‘He’s got empty arms. Fills them up with busying himself here. I was a part of his precious past. It’s the way he deals with his grief now.’

‘Doesn’t it annoy you though?’

 ‘Oh, sometimes. But he’s such a kind soul, really. I’ve known him since he was a little boy. Whenever I’ve had enough I just tell him, and off he goes.’

I stared at her. ‘People hardly ever say what they think. I mean, when you’re a little kid you do, practically all the time. But when you grow up a bit, well, not so much.’

‘That’s why I like books. They say what everyone’s thinking.’ She chuckled, then pressed her lips together as if to stop spilling a secret. A good one. ‘Besides, I’ve got a plan for Mal.’

But I was thinking about Kit. ‘There’s so much going on inside him that he doesn’t tell me. He gets angry instead. I never know when it’s going to come. There’s a lot I don’t know. Like, why has he never asked me to his place?’

Peggy was quiet, surveying the shelf nearest her pillows. ‘I think he’s protecting something at home, or someone. You two are good friends, he’ll tell you when he’s ready. You’ll be the first person, I bet, that he’ll tell.’
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 I heard Mum’s laugh as I opened our gate. Relief ran down my arms. A familiar honk joined hers. Picasso and I sprinted down the path to the porch.

‘Where were you? How did the match go?’ I asked, looking from one to the other as I flopped down in the chair.

They both laughed again.

‘You go first,’ Mum said to Kit.

‘Great,’ said Kit. ‘We won.’

‘I went for a walk,’ said Mum. ‘Just felt like clearing my head.’

Something Peggy said floated into mine, but I tossed it away. Mum was smiling. Not something to interrupt.

‘So where have you been with the handsome hound?’ she asked. ‘You’ve been gone for hours.’

‘I dropped in to see Peggy, you know, up at the reserve. I just helped her put some books back on the shelves.’ Kit smiled at me, giving Picasso a chin scratch.

Mum looked at me curiously, then got to her feet, stretching. ‘Well, I’m going to make some lunch. Grilled cheese and tomato sandwiches?’
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 We sat at the table outside. Mum had the Saturday papers open but she didn’t glance at them much. She sat back in her chair, her eyes closed. ‘I can smell the first jasmine coming in,’ she said. ‘Brings so many past springs with it.’

For a while we were quiet, eating. After I’d prompted him, Kit talked about the game − as he described some of Miguel’s moves, there was real admiration in his eyes. He predicted Miguel would go professional one day.

‘And these are the best cheese sandwiches I’ve ever had,’ he said to Mum, interrupting himself. His mouth was full and he sprayed a wet crumb onto my plate. ‘Oh, sorry!’

‘And did they keep you busy?’ I asked.

‘The sandwiches?’

I rolled my eyes.

‘Yeah, pretty busy. The other side were fast.’

‘So what about next week − it’s the final game. Big stakes. Will you be playing?’

He nodded. ‘They want me to. Miguel’s pretty keen.’ He bit his cheek. ‘I feel bad for Laszlo. He says he feels better now but he’s not allowed to play.’

‘No, that’s right,’ I said. ‘Tiredness and raised lymph nodes can go on for much longer, even though a person might feel better. He shouldn’t do sport before he’s quite well because he can get complications.’

‘Is there a doctor in the house?’ snorted Mum. But she sounded a bit irritated. I suppose she thought I was going to pursue my favourite subject. Although ‘favourite’ isn’t really the right word.

Kit shot a glance at Mum, then me. ‘It’s okay, we’ll see,’ he said quickly. ‘I’ll let Laszlo and the team decide.’ And he hopped up to collect the empty plates and take them into the kitchen.
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On Sunday morning we headed into the bush to research for the mural. We walked down the hill from my place and across the ‘little brook’ as Mum called it, following the track into thicker forest. Picasso and I always turned around at the Triassic boulder, but Kit didn’t.

He climbed up. ‘The track goes on, it just gets a bit wilder,’ he called back. ‘Watch your feet. You gotta be careful of the moss. Slippery.’ He bent down to offer me a hand. For a moment we stood together up high, watching the ferns fan below.

The track turned into a spindly trail that zigzagged round rocks splotched with lichen. It was the palest olive green, thin as dried paint. You wanted to pick it off with your fingernails, but you wouldn’t. It was alive like everything else around us.

On our right the creek trundled on, gathering into shallow pools, vanishing into mud. Trees towered above, filtering light that ended up as glitter on the water.

We were quiet as we crept through. It was like being in church or somewhere enchanted. The canopy of leaves overhead was our roof. You felt you had to whisper beneath it.

But the bush itself wasn’t quiet. Branches creaked like masts in the wind, magpies woollah woollahed. A raw voice screeched overhead. I looked up to see a black cockatoo coming to land on a branch. My eyes travelled forever up a massive trunk. Blasting through forest to sky, it shone white and pure, the rusty bark fallen at its feet like an old skirt.

‘What’s that tree called?’ I whispered.

‘Blue gum, maybe. You can tell better by the leaves but they’re too high up for us to see.’

There were three, no, four gums clustered near it, like a gathering of royals. Another reared up right in my path but its pale skin, smooth as milk, was scribbled on.

 ‘Moth larva,’ said Kit. ‘Digs a tiny tunnel as it goes.’

It turned out the forest was not just full of trees, but trees with names and signatures and personalities. Angophoras with orangey muscled trunks and sap like blood running down, stringybarks ‘tough as old boots’, trees with bark up to their waists or right to their armpits.

‘Did you know much about trees before you visited your grandad?’

‘You’d be surprised.’ He grinned. ‘Nah, hardly anything. Did a crash course up there. Smell this.’ He handed me a gum leaf to crush in my fingers.

A rush of peppermint hit me, lemony and what was underneath it, something sweet, honey? I realised I’d been inhaling this all the time, but faintly, like a ghost smell.

‘Eucalypts,’ Kit said.

We walked and climbed, sometimes hauling ourselves up by the trunks of fern trees. I saw a rough-barked tree with a little staghorn nestling in its lap, lorikeets rippling through branches, and then a bird no bigger than your thumb.

‘Fairy wren,’ whispered Kit. On its head was what looked like a bright blue cap. Fluorescent, it was all dressed up to go out. ‘It’s rare to see that.’ His eyes were big with pleasure.

And then there was a tree I recognised.

It was low and twisty, its leathery leaves serrated at the edges. I ran my hand over the rough pimpled trunk. ‘Those Banksia men used to terrify me,’ I said, ‘you know, in the Gumnut Adventures? All those eyes in their cone heads, watching for babies to kidnap …’

And Henry tiptoeing around the house being Snugglepot or Cuddlepie. He loved the little Gumnut brothers, but Mum could only read May Gibbs in the daytime because the Banksia bandits were ‘too scary for dark’.

Still too scary. Deadibones.

Kit looked blank. ‘Never heard of them.’

‘It’s okay, never mind,’ I said. I couldn’t breathe properly.

Henry’s two little gumnuts had turned into one − snugglecuddle had become another favourite Henry word. He used to say it to himself when he got into bed. Once, he carefully explained to us the meaning of the word in case we didn’t get it. He arranged us all in a circle, arms around each other’s shoulders and waists, legs and hips aligned. He stood back and surveyed us with satisfaction, as if we were a chain sculpture he’d made. ‘See, snugglecuddle, no cracks in snugglecuddle.’

‘You okay?’ Kit gave me a quick sidelong glance.

‘Yeah.’

He nodded, and bent down to look at a wildflower growing near his ankle. It was his acceptance of things, the sudden pits opening at your feet, that helped you across.

‘What’s that one?’ I asked, to change the subject.

‘I don’t know its proper name − Grandad calls it the disco flower. See?’ He motioned for me to bend down with him, tilting its tiny yellow face to flash in the sun.

We came to a set of stone stairs winding up to a rock shelf. ‘Maybe we’ll find some carvings up here,’ Kit said.

When I reached him he was brushing a mess of pine needles and bark from the rock, trying to see what lay beneath.

‘Great view,’ I said. You could see over the heads of trees sweeping across the valley, green and mauve and umber. ‘Find anything?’

‘Nah.’ He stood up, shading his eyes as he gazed with me. He was chewing a leaf. He’d never looked so at home, I thought suddenly. Like this was his house. And he was showing me round.

 ‘Blue gum?’ I murmured, pointing at the tree he leaned against.

He swung a smile at me. ‘And what’s that over there?’

I studied the mottled creams, greys and apricot patchwork of the trunk. ‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘Spotted gum, maybe. Sometimes I draw the trees round here, their leaves and bark, and send them to Grandad to classify.’

As we walked on I chanted to myself, Spotted gum, scribbly gum, ghost gum, peppermint, casuarina. Casuarinas aren’t eucalypts, Kit said, and not willows either, although they do have a ‘weeping habit’. I wondered if that was why I felt so tender towards them. I noticed that it felt good to learn a few names of the inhabitants here. It was like being properly introduced.

‘These trees are beginning to feel familiar,’ I said. ‘Like new family members.’

We stopped to have a swig of our drinks. ‘All of this −’ I swept the bottle around, taking in the circle of bush, ‘all this bush is full of aunties and uncles.’

Kit patted a satiny trunk. ‘Aunty Blue Gum.’

I touched the nuggety bark of another. ‘Uncle Casuarina.’

We laughed and he peered up at the swish of leaves. ‘I like how you put feelings into words.’ A blush of pleasure rose from my toes to my scalp. I gazed at him, grinning stupidly. ‘Since I’ve learned more about trees,’ he went on, frowning as if searching for something tiny but precious, ‘I paint them better, too.’

‘You’ve gone X-ray.’

He smiled.

Mostly you don’t know when you’re happy, because you’re too busy being happy. But I’m glad I knew it, right then. I’ll always love blue gums.

We were hungry, so we unpacked the sandwiches we’d made and sat on a rock ledge overlooking the forest. Kit took out his sketchbook. ‘I reckon this might be our Wang Wei place, what do you think?’

He balanced the sketchbook on his knees and made broad strokes of tree trunks, taking in the depth of the valley. I wandered back into the bush, to make some notes about colours and types of trees. Time here was the kind that you don’t notice passing. It was slow, greeny-lemon and quick-striped by spears of fern − or zebras. When Kit came back to find me, the light had sharpened with late afternoon.

‘Guess we should be heading back,’ he said without moving.

‘Mmm.’ I looked at his sketchbook. The fuzzed fur of treetops and dark smudge of the valley lay behind the detail of bark in the foreground. Framing the left side was the vertebra of the rising hill and the creek trickled along the bottom of the page. Ferns in front fanned the light, making lace and delicate webs. It was as if he’d taken a photograph, so faithfully had he drawn what he saw.

‘So you know what?’ I said. ‘I think you should do the background of the mural, just like this. This scene, I mean, if that’s okay with you. And you could leave areas for me to fill in − I’ll be the assistant like in the Renaissance, with your instructions on mixing colours and shading.’

‘What about your dream animals?’

‘I’m thinking about them. I might have to dream some more. That’s when I see them mostly. When I first wake up.’

We climbed down from the special place and picked our way back along the creek. All the greys and blues were darker now, the greens almost black. It was a different place.

‘Everything’s more mysterious at dusk, isn’t it?’ I whispered. ‘Like anything could happen.’

He nodded. ‘Shadows change everything.’

 When we left the bush, walking back over the little bridge, we both stopped at the top of the hill to look at the trees, inky against the sunset.

‘Greatest show on earth,’ I said.
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I didn’t see Kit until we had Art on Monday afternoon. When I came in Kit was fenced off by Brent and Sam, with Ajmal bringing up the rear. Kit towered above them, at least a head higher. He was a blue gum surrounded by smaller cousins.

They were all talking at once but when Kit saw me, he waved. I made my way through.

‘So we’re having practice tomorrow arvo, right?’ Brent was saying. ‘At four. We need more time to work on our strategy.’

‘Let’s meet Thursday too, but we’ll make it shorter. Fresh for Saturday,’ said Ajmal. He rubbed his hands together with excitement. Sam clapped his hand on Brent’s shoulder. He looked nervous.

‘This is it,’ said Sam. ‘With Kit we’re in championship territory!’

Ms Sutar rushed in then looking flustered, and the lesson began. Afterwards, she called to Kit and me as we were heading for the door. ‘The materials have just come in,’ she said. ‘Acrylic paints, brushes, exciting! They’re all still piled in the Head’s office, can you help me bring them in here? Then we can sort them.’

It took a while to haul the boxes in, open them up and examine them. The array of brushes was amazing − some were as thick as house-painting brushes and the variety of colours was generous. The apricot with so much lemon it made you salivate, carnation pink, flamingo … We could start anytime, Ms Sutar said.

We caught the bus home together. Kit was quiet for most of the way. He kept scratching at a blister on his knuckle. I wondered how he got the blister.

‘Oh, the stove,’ he said. ‘Burned it, not bad though.’

‘Cooking up one of your gourmet dinners, were you?’ I said.

He frowned but didn’t respond.

‘When can we start on the mural, do you think?’ I said, a much safer subject.

We decided to leave it till after Saturday. What with two afternoons of practice, Kit didn’t have much time left, plus he’d promised to kick around the ball at Sam’s on Friday. ‘He wants to practise some killer passes.’

 I grinned and dug him in the ribs. ‘But you’re not into soccer, hey?’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, all right.’

‘That’ll give me more time to research, anyway. I’ve been reading heaps about trees. There’s 900 species of eucalypt to get through, for a start.’

‘All those aunties and uncles.’

‘Yeah, well, it’s such an interesting family. And medicinal, too.’

‘Mm,’ said Kit. He was rubbing at his blister again. I was dying to tell him about the antiseptic properties of tea tree oil or the kakadu plum, with fifty times the vitamin C of an orange, but I could tell his mind was somewhere else. Probably on the game.

He didn’t get off at my stop. He had ‘some stuff’ to do.

‘Stop picking at your blister, it’ll get infected,’ I said as I stood up.

He waved at me, grinning, but I caught another eye-roll.
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It’s hard not to share information when it thrills you. Picasso always listened with enthusiasm, but he couldn’t really add anything. No offence to canines. So I was excited when Dad FaceTimed me that afternoon.

‘What have you been up to?’ he asked, his eyebrows practically hitting his hairline. I stared at him. I’d never seen him with such bushy brows. They were like miniature native forests. I hoped hairy eyebrows aren’t catching − genetically, I mean.

‘You’ve stopped trimming your facial hair,’ I said. ‘Soon it’ll take over the planet.’

He made a face. ‘I know, Mum usually stops me getting wild and woolly. Is she around?’

‘Somewhere. Mu-um,’ I called.

‘So how’s school?’ asked Dad while he and his eyebrows waited.

I told him what I’d found out about trees. Eucalypts, especially. ‘When you get home I’ll take you on a walk,’ I told him. ‘These trees are really old, some must be ten metres high.’

‘Yes, but it’s not the height that determine a tree’s age − it’s the number of rings inside the trunk.’

‘Who’re you talking to?’ Mum said as she walked into the room. She was carrying a pile of freshly washed clothes from the laundry.

 I showed her the phone. She waved like the Queen at Dad, and kept walking towards her bedroom. ‘Do you want to speak to him after me?’ I called, seeing Dad’s eyebrows meeting in the middle of his forest.

‘Whatever,’ her voice floated back faintly.

Dad cleared his throat.

‘So, anyway,’ I said.

‘Yes.’ Dad swallowed. He tried to smooth the wrinkle of sheets beside him. It didn’t look too flash there in his hotel room. I had a sudden picture of him waking up each morning to look out through that grimy window. ‘So, anyway, trees,’ he said. ‘Huon pines in Tasmania − the root stock can be ten thousand years old, the Wollemi pine − they have a clonal system dating back sixty million years.’

‘What do you mean by clonal, like cloning?’

‘I’ve got a couple of good books at home on the subject. Take a look − they’re in the bookshelf in our bedroom. One tells you how trees communicate, share information to keep each other alive.’

‘You mean they talk to each other?’

‘Yes, not like us but through the air and an underground trading system of roots, fungal threads, bacteria—’

 ‘God, it’s everywhere!’

‘Bacteria?’ He laughed. ‘You know there’s good ones too, don’t you? We’re full of them, we couldn’t function without them − more bacteria in us than human cells!’

The thought was disgusting. But he was looking cheered. Science does that to you. Maybe that’s what gave him the courage now to ask how Mum was doing.

I checked to see her door was closed. ‘She’s been pretty down,’ I said. ‘She misses you.’

He looked back at the messy sheets. The silence was loud on the phone. Why don’t you come home and ask her yourself? is what I wanted to say. I shifted around on the couch. I could tell he’d like to return to trees and cloning and nothing that has to do with this family. Except they do − trees, I mean. I was only just beginning to see.

‘It would help if you gave her a date,’ I said. Dad fiddled with his eyebrow. He sighed heavily. This is why we don’t say what we think, on account of the awkwardness.

‘Mum will be all right,’ he said. ‘She’s always all right. She’s a strong woman.’

‘Except for …’ but I couldn’t say it.

‘If I give her a date,’ Dad said quickly, ‘and then if I have to change it again, it’ll be worse. Don’t you worry, sweetheart. It’ll be okay. Won’t be long now.’

How long’s a piece of string, Ms Pozniak asked crossly in my head. ‘Do you want me to get Mum?’

‘No, no.’ He stood up fast and his face slid out of view. Speaking to Mum seemed like the last thing he wanted.

But just then the bedroom door opened and she came out. ‘Hey Mum, you want to speak to Dad?’

‘I’ve got something on the stove,’ she said, not looking at me, and picked up her stride to the kitchen.

‘It’s okay, sweetheart, you don’t want your dinner to burn.’ Dad looked relieved.

That annoyed me, I don’t know why. ‘But she was telling a fib,’ I blurted. ‘She hasn’t even started.’

‘Well … well, I’m sure she’s thinking about it. It’s dinnertime there, isn’t it?’

Dad looked irritated now. And hurt. Anger is infectious, just like disease. Now I felt bad − he was so far away, in that grimy hotel room where no one speaks his language and warlords are stealing people’s water as well as their happiness.

‘Okay, Dad, I’ll let you know how the mural goes, hey? And you stay safe and wash your hands.’

‘Great, yes thanks, send me a photo of it when you’ve started painting.’ He was twirling his right eyebrow into a question mark. Seemed that’s all there was, no answers.

 A sudden screaming bark made me practically fall off the sofa. Picasso charged at the stranger on the screen, specks of saliva landing on my knee. Dad and I could only wave at each other over the commotion and sign out.
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Over dinner Mum was even more quiet than usual. We had scrambled eggs. She asked me what Dad and I talked about, and I told her about the trees. She tried to look interested but her eyes kept filling up. She said she had a headache. We sat in such a silence that I was sure I could hear her watch ticking. My chewing was loud in my ears. When I accidentally dropped my knife onto the plate, we both jumped. A tear spilled from her eye when she blinked.

‘Mum,’ I said softly.

‘Sorry, I need to go to bed. To rest my head.’ She half-smiled. ‘Now that my young lass is fed.’

I smiled back at her. ‘So my mother wisely said.’

Sometimes there’s just nothing you can say to make someone feel better. At least, nothing I could find. A grey sky from ear to ear blows in and turns your head to clouds.

 I went to the bookshelves and ran my fingers over the spines. Books rise nearly all the way to the ceiling and across the width of the wall. Peggy would love our bookshelves. Our books came with us when we moved. Dad refused to cull them − he looked wounded when Mum suggested it. When he got home, I thought, Peggy should come over. She and Dad would have heaps in common.

I found the books I wanted and took them to my room. I lay on my bed and Picasso hopped up behind me, fitting into the hollow of my knees. He sighed in a bubbly way like our oil heater. If you stare into the black of his eyes, go down, down into the tunnels, it feels like you’ll find his soul curled up at the bottom.

The circle of light from the bedside lamp wrapped around us. I read and skimmed, snagged on bits, and read more. Who knew trees were such good company? They weren’t silent − they were busy feeding and warning each other, even making preparations for their end. The second book took me to Sweden to visit the spruce trees, among the oldest in the world.

I read that trees talk − not like us − but through electrical impulses that move along the roots underground. But that’s only one way trees talk − they’re always at it, they’re very social beings. Trees look after each other, often working to feed the stump of a tree that’s been cut down. The Douglas fir even knows when it’s dying, sending nourishment and knowledge down to younger firs. Isn’t that like making a will, and leaving your children the house?

Amazing, don’t you think? I read that bit over and over. I wanted to hug a dear Douglas fir. But they live in America.

I stopped thinking about Mum and Dad and the biggest silence of all that will last forever. Instead I listened to tree-talk. Trees live on a different time scale; they have plenty of time to get used to dying. If a tree can live ten thousand years, older than anything I know or anyone I love, that could be comforting. I mean, you could lean against that. Your whole spine could give in to it, knowing that this trunk at your back would be there for as long as you could imagine, and longer. That was a friendly fact.

The last thing I read before closing my eyes was how trees warn each other with chemical aromas when giraffes are nibbling at their leaves.
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‘I got a letter from him yesterday,’ said Kit.

‘Your grandad? Like snail mail?’

We were walking back from our Wang Wei place in the bush. A wrathful wind was blowing, and I was wishing I’d brought a jumper. Kit had been quiet for ages − well, so had I. We’d been busy sketching. Now the sun was low, I was freezing, and we needed to keep moving.

But Kit had stopped mid-track. He was pulling something out of his pocket. ‘Yeah, it came with these. Cool, aren’t they?’

Kit held up a pair of yellow and black gloves. Tags still hung from the wrists.

‘Goalie gloves! He sent those to you?’

 I must have looked surprised because he said, ‘We don’t only talk about art.’ He sounded like he was showing off about knowing a celebrity. ‘Grandad used to play soccer when he was a kid. Here, he sent me a photo of their team.’ He passed me a black-and-white polaroid showing a tall gangly boy with nobbly elbows and big feet, standing a head higher than the others.

‘Did he play goalie too?’

‘Yeah.’

The giraffe gene, I thought fondly − and quickly buried it. We both examined the photo. So here was Grandad at what, fifteen? His arms slung over the shoulders of two boys either side. His wide smile made you instantly like him. It was as if he’d just finished laughing at something and you wanted to know the joke. The other boys looked more wary. They seemed slighter too, untidier, as if they hadn’t had the time − or the money − to find clothes the proper size.

‘Were they his friends?’

‘Best friends. Specially Russell and George.’

‘Those two next to him?’

‘Yeah. They were brothers, migrants from the government hostel, you know, like housing for the homeless. But the shacks weren’t much better than being homeless, sounded like. The Brits called them dog kennels. Lots of kids at school teased them about their clothes and stuff, their accents. It made Grandad really mad.’

The letter was in old-style running writing, loops and swirls, and in between the paragraphs small funny drawings were framed like cartoons in the newspaper. You could see Grandad liked telling stories with pictures. His black dog was a shaggy inkspot with headlight eyes, his chickens strutted round with red crowns bobbing like kings.

Kit took the letter and folded it back into his shirt pocket.

‘Put your gloves on,’ I said, ‘show me how they fit.’

Kit held up fluoro hands. ‘Nice, hey? Grandad must have driven all the way to Armidale to buy them.’

We started up again along the track, tree roots thick as your wrist looping in and out of the earth. Kit left the gloves on. He kept looking at them as he went. He was going fast, slinging through the bush. His legs cut up the air like scissors, and behind him, I caught his buzz. There was something electric. Everything was the same and yet it wasn’t. In the almost-dark, fern fronds turned into feathery hands brushing our faces, birds calling in the twilight knew something we didn’t, moths and lizards and little yellow pea flowers could be fairies sprinkled under our feet.

Kit tripped on a tree root, his shoulders pitching forward with a jerk. He caught himself, clutching at a sapling.

‘You okay?’

He nodded. We stood there a moment, getting our breath back.

‘You know something? Grandad said he wished he could be at the match on Saturday.’

‘Oh! That’s … amazing. I mean, wouldn’t that be good? Any chance he will?’

The afternoon sun cracked across his face, gilding his eyes. His excitement was infectious, like good bacteria.

‘We could show him the bush,’ I rushed on, ‘our sketches for the mural …’

‘Yeah … nah.’ He cracked his knuckles. ‘Not yet. I mean, he said he wished, but that’s not like actually coming here − there’s still a long way to go.’

I nodded, as if I understood. ‘But do you reckon he might come down and visit one day? Stay for a while?’

‘Maybe. We talk on the phone a lot now. And the other day Mum actually said hello to him before she passed it to me.’

 ‘Is that unusual?’

He stared at me. ‘Unusual? It’s wild! Those two haven’t really talked for, I don’t know, ten years.’

‘But how does that happen? I mean, two people, father and daughter, I just—’

‘No. But, well.’ He reddened. ‘We’re a weird family. If you can call us that.’ He snorted. But he wasn’t laughing. It sounded more like he was jeering at himself.

‘No, that’s not what I meant …’

‘Come on, let’s go.’

Now I didn’t want to move. He was on the edge of something. As if in one more second he might break open that shell of his and burst out. I remembered what it felt like when I nearly told Mum what happened with Henry and me. The way everything in the world held still. You’d swear if there’d been a wind it would have hushed, the birds holding their breath, the trees’ invisible messages under the earth stopping to listen.

But then something changed and he shook his head. It was a full stop. ‘I’ll tell you sometime,’ he said, ‘talk about it after the match maybe, on Saturday. Too much to think about now …’

I began to protest, but just in time I stopped. I looked at him instead. He hadn’t armoured up or turned away, his eyes still soft with Grandad’s wish behind them.

‘Okay,’ I said. And for the first time in a long, long while, I felt proud of myself.
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Saturday dawned cobalt blue, squeezed straight from the tube. In the early-morning sunshine the weeds outside my window glittered gold, and pouches of moss along the concrete path shone pea-green under a mist of dew.

Perfect conditions for the final match. I breathed on the window and wrote Blues Victory with my finger. My pulse was jumping. I wondered if Kit had his under control. I saw him leaping for a win, his team cheering him on, that happy smile on his face come to stay. Oh, I had a whole library of daydreams, and this one today was my favourite.

Picasso followed me out to the kitchen. We made tea and toast and brought it into Mum’s room.

Mum was lying on her back in bed. In the darkened room it was hard to see if she was awake. She lay very still. If you’re ever rescuing a beetle, don’t leave it on its back because it just can’t roll over. Human babies learn to roll over at about five months. Picasso must have been born rolling over, preferably upon something smelly. All this I thought in the two minutes I stood there holding the tray. I was too excited.

I put it down on the bedside table, then pulled up the blinds.

‘Ooh, what have you got there?’ Mum’s eyes squeezed closed with her smile. Or maybe she was just squinting against the sudden burst of sunlight.

‘Tea and toast in bed. I put honey on it. You know, honey’s great for wounds − kills bacteria. Even the ancient Egyptians used it.’ I watched my mother’s eyebrows gather into a frown. ‘I mean, they’re still doing clinical trials − scientists, not ancient Egyptians − but it’s looking very hopeful, even in the fight against super bugs.’ Her eyebrows didn’t relax. ‘Well, I read it in an international science magazine …’

‘… So there,’ put in Mum, mimicking my voice perfectly.

We grinned at each other. Yes, it was going to be a good day.

Mum wanted to come with me to the game. She was looking forward to it, she said. ‘And we can bring Picasso − he’ll love sniffing in all that grass.’

 She glanced at my face. ‘We’ll put him on the lead. It’ll be fine, you’ll see.’
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By the time we arrived families were setting up on the surrounding slopes with coffee and thermoses and little kids chasing each other. I eyed them warily − small children often wanted to pat dogs. Big problem. I led Mum over to a safe space on the grass at a distance from other humans.

Down on the oval, players were already warming up. We spotted Kit and left our things on the grass, hurrying down to the white fence, Picasso straining at the leash to be first.

‘Thanks heaps for coming!’ said Kit as he ran over. He seemed surprised, his cheeks pink. He bent down to touch Picasso’s nose through the palings.

‘How are you feeling?’ asked Mum. ‘Big day − break a leg!’

‘Mum!’

‘What?’ She looked at our shocked faces. ‘Well, perhaps it is more of a theatre expression − it’s what we say for good luck before going on stage.’

‘Why?’ asked Kit.

 ‘Don’t ask,’ I said quickly.

‘I think it’s from Shakespeare’s time,’ Mum ignored me. ‘Instead of clapping, the audience stomped their feet or the chair. If it was a really good show, they’d stomp a lot and a leg of the chair might break.’

‘Huh, interesting,’ said Kit. ‘I don’t think I’ll pass that on to the guys, though.’

Kit went on to tell us about the different formation their team was practising. Something to do with positions on the field, 4 3 3 … the set-up would increase their ‘attacking power’. His face was earnest and he was so lit up that neither Mum nor I admitted we weren’t quite following the whole operation. It was enough just to stand under his waterfall.

When the game started, Mum said quietly, ‘I wonder where Kit’s mother is − seems such a shame not to see her boy play.’

‘She works a lot. Kit often cooks dinner, I think. Maybe she has to work Saturdays.’

Mum nodded. ‘Yes. Not easy being a single parent.’

I grabbed her hand and held it. Picasso jumped onto her lap and licked her wrist. He always had to be part of any cuddles going on. ‘It’s really nice of you to come today, Mum.’
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By the first half-hour of the game even I could tell the two sides were pretty evenly matched. Neither team could get far on the field and Kit didn’t need to make a serious save once. But you could see his whole body was watching.

Picasso grew restless. He’d finished the lamb-mackerel biscuits I’d brought, and was bored with licking the wet patch on the dirt where they’d been. He started to dig a small hole in the area, pausing to inhale deeply for any remaining whiff.

‘Maybe I’ll take him for a walk round the oval,’ said Mum. She looked at my face. ‘Don’t fret, I’ll keep him away from small humans.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’

I watched them set off. Picasso’s tail was going wild. He pulled Mum along like a little freight train.

Then a rising cheer from the slopes made me stand up.

Hurtling down the field were two Red shirts − attackers, I guessed − kicking the ball between them. They were way out in front, speeding past.

‘C’arn! Go, the Redbacks!’ a woman near us screamed.

 When the right attacker passed the ball, the left nursed it down the field, his foot never more than a whisker away. Where were our Blues? Close enough to score now, the Redback took a nanosecond to line it up with the box, and kicked. It was a true aim.

I almost couldn’t look. As the ball sailed through the sky, Kit leaped to the centre of the line. And then − I must have blinked, but only once − he was sprawled at the right side of the box just a half a metre from the line, his body curled on the grass, the ball in his hands.

He lifted his head, grinning wildly, as boys piled on top of him.

The yells going up around me were deafening. Blues supporters ran down to the fence, hands in the air, chanting Blues forever … I spotted Mum halfway round the oval. She was running back towards me, Picasso leading her on, his tail streaming behind like a shaggy flag.

‘You should be the Blues’ mascot,’ I told him as he hurled himself at my knees. Emotional sponge, Mum called him. If you wrung him out now, the excitement of the whole team would drip from him.

‘Is that your dog?’

I whipped round to see Laszlo walking up to us from the fence.

 ‘Watch out, he’s a barker,’ I said. ‘He gets scared of strangers.’

Laszlo stepped back. ‘Why? He looks so friendly.’

I shrugged. I didn’t know what to say. It’s too exhausting to go into the whole original trauma thing. ‘So, did you see that save just now?’

Laszlo’s face brightened. ‘Yeah, amazing! Kit did great!’

We grinned at each other. ‘You feeling better?’

‘Yeah.’ His mouth pulled to one side. ‘I couldn’t have got through a whole game yet, though. Worked out okay.’ He shrugged, giving me a sidelong smile.

‘Wasn’t that marvellous?’ said Mum, coming over.

I introduced Laszlo, who was still caught up with Kit’s save. ‘I mean, two strikers coming right at you, and where are your team to help? Anyone?’ He shuddered. ‘I bet the defenders will get a grilling from Miguel.’

Laszlo turned to wave at a couple of boys in our class. He asked if I wanted to come over with him but I just pointed at Mum and Picasso, shaking my head. He looked a bit relieved.

On the field now the play was tight and tense, never making much ground. And then the whistle went for half-time.

 Just as Laszlo predicted, Miguel gathered the team around him. I saw glimpses of his stormy face, and the gloom in some of the boys’. Kit stood just outside the group, plucking painfully at his jersey as if bindies were stuck to it.
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We were only a few minutes into the second half when a Redback defender sprinted up behind a Blue and shoved him. The Blue slammed to the ground, face first.

A roar of protest went up from our team. The crowd near the fence had gone silent, a few covering their faces in dismay. It was unnerving the way our player didn’t move. He’d gone straight down from the knees.

I was nearing the fence when I saw his dark head come up. With a shock I realised it was Brent. Swaying a little, he sat up, his elbows resting on his knees. When the referee reached him he leaned on the ref’s arm, but he slowly stood.

‘Red card, red card,’ shouted the Blues fans in the crowd.

Down in front Laszlo was shaking his fist in the air. In seconds the referee held up the card, blowing his whistle.

 I stopped beside Laszlo.

He swung round to face me, practically frothing at the mouth. ‘It was a deliberate attack − I mean, what the hell? Stupid idiot, didn’t he know he’d be sent off?’ His eyes peeled the field. And then he gave a vicious smile. ‘Good. Now the Redbacks will have only ten players.’

‘What, that guy won’t be replaced?’

Laszlo shook his head. ‘No way. That’s serious, what he did. Now their team’s at a permanent disadvantage.’

The Blues were exuberant. They bear-hugged each other, all eleven of them. Kit took Brent by the arm, his head bent low to talk with him. I saw Brent nodding, slapping Kit on the back. You couldn’t help smiling, watching their excitement, their confidence now as the game began again.

The Redbacks came back with ferocity. They fought for the ball, got it twice and lost it to the Blues’ defence. I looked at my watch. Only a few minutes to go. Now was the time for the Blues to score.

When a Redback got the ball and came hurtling down the field, I held my breath. Another Red caught it and even though he was far from the line, he decided to kick for a goal. This was it. The ball went high; you could almost count the seconds as it travelled down towards the middle of the box.

‘So easy,’ I heard Laszlo whisper. He was chuckling.

I looked expectantly at Kit. He was standing in position. But he wasn’t crouched ready to spring. Maybe he didn’t need to be ready. It would all be so easy.

The ball began the descent towards the line.

Now, now!

Kit didn’t move. Every eye was on him, but Kit’s eyes weren’t on the ball. He was gazing at something else, far above the players’ heads.

When the ball shot past him, right into the net, he didn’t turn. He just went on staring, his hand shading his eyes as if to get a better view. It was as if he’d been bewitched, his whole body tuned to something that no one else could see. He stood like stone, eye fixed past the oval, past the fence and the crowd hanging over it, up onto the slopes.

Only when the booing started did he jerk back to life. He turned round, as if loosed from a spell, to see the screaming Redbacks leaping and falling on each other, tearing off their jerseys, waving them in the air. His hand went to his mouth as the referee blew the whistle for game over and the stunned faces of the Blues turned towards him as if he were a bomb that had just exploded in front of them.

Up on the slopes, along the sparse grass and dirt patches near the top, a few people wandered back to the road. Families, little kids, dogs.

What had he been looking at?

A child escaped from the group and came running back down the hill to the fence. A Reds supporter, judging by the grin on his face. He had to leap out of the way as he nearly collided with a woman in a red dress hurrying back up the slope. Ordinary stuff.

Mum and Picasso came trotting up to me. Mum was out of breath.

‘What just happened?’ I said. ‘Did you see?’

Mum shook her head. She looked as bewildered as I did.

We stood in silence, watching the Blues gather around Kit. We heard yelling, saw the shaking of fists and a boy kicking a bag so hard stuff inside flew out. We started to hurry down but Mum stopped, pulling me back. ‘It might embarrass him more if we go to him. Especially me. You go if you want.’

Kit stood taller than most of the boys, even though you could see the shrink in his shoulders. His face was shiny with sweat, his eyes wet. His mouth seemed to be saying, Sorry, sorry, but no sound came out, or nothing I could hear over all the swearing and moaning around him.

I saw Kit’s eyes meet Miguel’s, then drop down to his feet. He looked like Picasso when he’d done something very bad. But you could always tell by Picasso’s tail that he still hoped to be forgiven because it didn’t stop wagging.

Kit didn’t look like he hoped for anything. Except maybe for a hole in the ground to open up in the spot where his eyes were burning.
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On the way home Mum and I didn’t say much. I’d got near enough to Kit to ask if he wanted a lift home, but his face said no. I imagined him walking alone across the field, flinching at insults like bullets, waiting for the bus, dodging more anger, sweating every minute of the ride. I wished for the billionth time that I could just run round to his place and be near him. And for the billionth time I wondered why on earth and in heaven, if there was one, he wouldn’t let me in.
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Of course he wasn’t at school on Monday. Or Tuesday. The days were an agony of waiting. What was he doing at home? There was no one, no one, I could ask.

Mum was being so nice to me, as if it was me who’d lost the game. She knew how I felt. That was a comfort, only every time she gave me a sympathetic smile I thought of Kit without one.

The boys wouldn’t stop talking about it. In one way I was glad that Kit wasn’t around to hear. But I knew the talk wouldn’t stop.

On Wednesday I saw him in the library. He wasn’t at the table in our usual spot. He was at 751, Techniques and Procedures in Mural Painting. He was so intent on the book, his face practically buried in the pages, that he jumped when I said hello. He gave me a dutiful smile, like the one you would give your great-aunt.

‘That book looks interesting,’ I said, although I didn’t think so. ‘Are you researching for the mural?’

He shrugged. Turned a page. ‘Yeah, I reckon I’d better do something useful.’

‘Well, you saved that goal in the first half − if it wasn’t for you the Reds would have scored.’

He flinched as if I’d thrown a stone at him. Well, what? Were we supposed to just ignore what happened? Pretend it didn’t? Was I never going to understand?

He looked at me and took a deep breath as if I was a test he had to sit. I felt awful. Gosh, my feet had gotten so big. And look at my stupid skinny ankles meeting them.

‘I got distracted,’ he mumbled. ‘Bad timing.’

I nodded as if I completely grasped the situation. But it’d seemed to me that when that ball was coming straight at him he was more focused and less distracted than I’d ever seen him.

He closed his eyes for a moment, then looked away, whispering something.

 ‘What?’

‘I told you I’d be no good.’

‘But you were great, something must have—’

‘Whatever, it’s not …’ He shook his head. His lips went tight. The full stop. He turned the pages as if they held the seven wonders of the world.

‘Never mind, can’t be helped,’ was all I could think of to say.

More pages turned in the quiet.

‘There was this man at the corner shop,’ I rattled on nervously. ‘In the old place we used to live. He said “never mind, can’t be helped” to finish any conversation, no matter what you’d been talking about. You might go in for milk and tell him “I’ve got scarlet fever” or “my sister broke her leg” or “we’re going to the Greek islands for a holiday”, but whatever it was he’d just sigh and say—’

‘Never mind, can’t be helped.’ Kit almost smiled.
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In Art now no one was hanging over his shoulder annoying him. He said he liked it better that way. But there was this stupid whispering, and Brent going cross-eyed when he looked at him, and no more invitations after school.

Kit acted as if he was unaware of it. But I watched him hesitate every time he entered the classroom. He was busy fortifying himself, clenching his stomach muscles like Houdini when he was about to receive a blow to his abdomen. (The last punch killed Houdini because he wasn’t ready and didn’t clench.)

‘Here comes goalie of the year,’ hissed Brent.

‘Haven’t you ever missed a ball?’ I hissed back.

‘Not on purpose!’

‘But he didn’t! As if!’

‘Sure looked like it,’ sneered Brent. ‘Didn’t even turn around. Didn’t give a rat’s. Too up himself.’

‘Come on, let’s go,’ Kit said, pulling my arm.

We went.
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At least there was the mural to think about. The library wall had to be scraped back and washed down before we could start, bringing men in fluoro orange jackets with hoses and shouty machines, and overnight the dark grey concrete turned a cleanish cream. Ms Sutar said we could begin that weekend.

Now the mural was becoming real I felt excited and nervous. At night in bed, nervous took over. Kit will be there, I kept telling myself. But my animals weren’t coming. I could only see shadows, feathers, fur, eyes sparkling in the dark. Nothing to hold on to. No shape.

‘It’s sort of scary, isn’t it?’ I said to Kit on Thursday. ‘You know, the big blank canvas and all.’

Kit shrugged. ‘Not if you look at it in stages. We know the landscape. I’ll sketch in the outline first if you like. Then we just have to colour in.’

Colour in! He made it sound like the easiest thing in the world.

‘What time of day should we make it, do you think?’ I said. ‘What about twilight? Lots of light and shade. It’d be dramatic. Like, sunset?’

Kit smiled. It was his first all day.

He took a piece of blue chalk and drew in an outline of trees and bushes growing up the right side. He worked quickly, using long broad strokes rather than detail. Only once did he glance at the pencil model we’d shown Ms Sutar. Mostly, he seemed to be working from a picture in his head. He worked in silence, his eyes darting everywhere but his body relaxed.

‘Let’s have a river here,’ he said suddenly, and I jumped.

He drew a line ribboning down from the left into the centre, about midway up the wall. ‘And maybe here, just above it there’ll be a house, lights on in the windows.’ He stood back a moment and narrowed his eyes at the mural. ‘The house is hardly there − it’s in the distance − but the lights will lead you in, into the picture.’ He was drawing as he spoke. ‘We’ll have someone standing in the foreground here − up higher on a rock ledge, looking down on the valley, into the house in the middle.’

‘What house? What valley?’ What he was describing was completely different to how we’d imagined, but I said nothing, wanting to see the rest of the story. His lines were even faster now, bold as anything.

‘We’ll have a range of hills rising along the horizon, but over here in the foreground above your figure − or animals?’ His voice trailed off, and he was drawing a casuarina, branches reaching across the sky, almost meeting the leaves from the other side. A hook of moon above the hills, black Norfolk pines against the sunset …

 ‘Grandad’s house!’ I said.

He swung round, his eyes widening.

He looked back at the wall. I could see his ears starting to burn. With his fist he began to rub at the lines of the house.

I caught his shirt and tugged. ‘No, stop. It’s okay, I love it,’ I said, and it was true. ‘That’s what we planned, to paint places we love.’

Kit searched my face. He pressed his lips together into a half-smile. ‘Well, this place,’ he said softly, tapping that blank spot near the bottom frame. ‘That’s yours − what’ll it be?’

My mind blurred. Fear clouded everything. ‘I’ll sleep on it.’

Kit nodded. ‘Yeah. Take your time. It’s in the foreground so it’ll be a focus − make it about this big?’ He saw my face. ‘Don’t worry, we have to block in the sky with house paint first anyway.’

‘But you’ll paint out these chalk lines!’

He laughed. ‘That’s okay, we know where we’re headed now.’

I stretched out the old sheet on the ground to catch drips, and set out the plastic containers to mix the house paints.

 ‘This stuff dries really quickly, so let’s mix up heaps − we won’t have time while we’re painting,’ said Kit.

For the sky I made up a lovely light greyish blue. Standing on the ladder, Kit started at the top. He used the roller to cover the highest area, then we began to fill in the orangey pinky stripes of sunset below. The warm colours drifted up to merge with the blues flooding off at the top. So much light and space − honestly, I could have left the whole wall like that …
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We worked both days of the weekend. When we’d finished the background of sky, we painted in the foliage − dark bottle greens of casuarinas and scribblies behind blues and yellows, leaving that to dry before daubing patches of white for the brilliant sunlight coming through the trees, making a dappling effect of light and shade. It was totally absorbing. We worked for hours without talking, standing back and just looking much of the time, grunting at each other about effects, and what to paint next. When we started work on the ridge of moss and stone for the figure to stand on, I experimented with emerald green and olives and grey, trying to find the right colour for lichen, those little fingers spread across the Triassic rocks.

When we came home on Sunday we looked in the mirror together and saw our faces smeared with war paint − blue, green, black, red, like masks. Picasso barked at us and only shooshed when we’d washed it off.

Tossing in bed that night I couldn’t get to sleep. My heart was beating fast as if I’d just run a race. I couldn’t stop thinking about the mural. It was thrilling being so inside the world we were painting. That big space somehow involved all of you − your back, arms, mind, feet. I felt like I was right there, I knew all about that bush, the tracks of scribbly moths, the lizards at their feet, that sky, the river that ran just below the house, the shadows that brushed over the ground, the pines and casuarinas and gums. Even though it was all in my imagination, that world was real. And I couldn’t let go.


[image: Image]



Coming back to school on Monday was brutal.

Over the weekend, the boys’ anger had stewed. They were like something burning on the stove. As I sat through English, Maths, Geography, I couldn’t help glancing round to check on them. It was only a matter of time before one of them caught fire. They smelled dangerous, their outrage and sweat cooking in their socks.

Brent, Sam, Ajmal − when Kit passed them in a corridor or stepped into a room, they snickered. Their smirks ballooned into a hard braying that held no humour. Brent performed a kind of pantomime, holding his sides as if they ached, as if Kit was the funniest, most peculiar thing he’d ever seen. Every time Brent looked at Kit he went cross-eyed, his mouth falling open as if in shock. Such a fury rose in me that I wanted to rush at him, smash his face in.

Kit grabbed my arm. ‘Don’t. Ignore them.’ But he was pale.

‘Look, over here,’ called Brent, clicking his fingers.

‘No, here,’ shouted Sam, clicking his fingers to the left. Their eyes widened ridiculously and they drawled in stupid go-slow voices, ‘Der, which way did it go, which way did it go?’ Slapping each other on the back, they collapsed on each other as if it was impossible to bear such fun.

Near them, Ajmal and a few others laughed too, even if they seemed a bit sheepish about it.

 Tuesday, things got worse. Now there was not only the laughing, but Brent walked too close to Kit in the corridor, bumping his elbow, swinging his bag hard against Kit’s leg, ribs, arm. ‘Oh sorry, I missed,’ he said.

On the way to Art, Sam minced right behind Kit, kicking at his heels. When Kit suddenly stopped and turned around, Sam faked an amazed expression.

‘What are we gunna do?’ I asked Kit after school. We were walking to the bus stop. Walking was good − you didn’t have to look at each other while you talked.

But Kit shook his head, swallowing. He tried to smile or shrug as if it was all nothing, but he couldn’t arrange his face. The most he could do was swallow, and clench his jaw.

‘Well, I’m starving,’ I said. ‘Let’s go raid my kitchen and come back after we’ve eaten. Do some more mural.’

Kit didn’t reply.

‘We’ll feel better after food. And when we’re painting.’

We painted until it got dark. The mural world kept throwing up surprises: violet wildflowers Kit called boronia, and bright orange fungi. The dark trunk of the casuarina now had purples in the brown, and knotty ridges outlined in yellows. The angophoras had dimples. I never wanted the afternoon to end. I didn’t think about anything nasty, just what was coming to life on our wall.
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As the week wore on, I realised Kit wasn’t feeling as I did. He worked like a robot − no talk or lightness in him, no happy absorption on his face. It started to feel awkward, as if I was working with a stranger hired to help finish the job. After an hour, the silence became unbearable.

‘You don’t seem to be enjoying it,’ I said.

He grunted, annoyed. ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’

‘Oh yes, thank you, but oh, no, I mean …’ I stopped. God! Why was I thanking him? ‘It’s only that usually, I mean before, you used to get excited painting, like completely into what you were doing …’

‘Yeah well, I dunno. Tired, I guess. Just got to get through it now, right?’ He loaded his brush with the pale lavender and blues we’d mixed for the horizon. In silence he painted in the mauve mountains in the distance. His face was set like concrete.

Then his brush stopped and he closed his eyes for a second. ‘I reckon I’m finished here.’ He said it like he couldn’t stand to be here, in this spot, a second longer. ‘I gotta go. Can you pack up, is that okay?’

I watched him go, his dear familiar giraffey loping. My stomach dropped. I looked back at the wall, at the foreground that was ready now for my … what?


[image: Image]



I still didn’t know what to paint. Nothing felt right. At night I dreamed of nothing. Just darkness. No little eyes even in the dark. Somehow those magical animals that had flown me places before, bewitched me, transformed everything, seemed flimsy and unreal. They’d quietly tiptoed away. Without Kit, without his enthusiasm, my own had drained away. They didn’t exist. I didn’t.

Mum said Kit would get through this ‘difficult time’. That you can’t make anyone explain themselves if they don’t want to. All you can do is remain a loyal friend, be ‘steadfast’ against ‘the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune’. This would pass.

I hoped she was right. It was as if my own animals had followed Kit into far-off lands and the more I looked for them, the further away they crept. I was empty, smudgy, foggy, angry. Who was I angry with? Me.

 I wished I could twist off my head like a jam jar lid, and rinse it clean.
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On Sunday we started on the house nestled in the middle of the painting. It was far from the foreground so it wouldn’t be large, but it should sing out, Kit said. I watched as he sketched in a circular building, with a tower on top.

‘Is your grandad’s house like that?’

‘His real house? No, it’s more ordinary.’ Kit stopped and scratched his nose, smudging it with brown. I was about to tell him about the smudge but he began talking again and I didn’t want to stop the flow. ‘He showed me plans once for the house he always wanted to build. Sort of circular like this with glass ceiling to floor all round. And in that tower on top would be his studio, windows all round it too.’ He smiled, far away inside that imaginary house.

‘Do you think he’ll ever build it?’

Kit set his jaw. ‘I’m gunna make sure he does. Gunna help him do it.’ His eyes were shining now. ‘And then I’m gunna live in it, with him.’

 ‘What about your mum?’

His shoulders dropped. ‘Let’s mix up the yellow for the windows. The lights are on inside, and maybe a fire in the hearth − the windows will be blazing out of that dark forest.’
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When Kit came to school on Monday, he told me he couldn’t stay for the afternoon’s painting. He had ‘stuff’ to do. I didn’t ask him what.

‘Never mind, can’t be helped,’ I said, but he’d already gone.

I dawdled after the last lesson, hoping to catch Ms Sutar coming out of Art. Maybe she had some pictures to suggest as inspiration for me, or books to look at. But she must have left early too. When I got to our wall, I thought Kit had changed his mind. Two more steps and I saw who was there.

In his hand was a can of black spray paint and a dirty cloud was spreading across the foreground. I couldn’t believe it. The lichen, the yellow pea flowers, the little star-shaped purple flowers, the delicate mix of green and blues − gone.

 A fire of fury rose in me and I pitched right into him. He spun round at the last second and we met chin to chin, his hands shoving me away so we both went down hard on the concrete and the can of paint went rolling and clattering over the asphalt.

I sprang on him, my knees either side of his waist, my hands pinning him to the asphalt. Then I felt myself being peeled off.

Ms Sutar held me by the shoulders. ‘Frances, what’s going on?’ She drew in her breath. ‘Oh!’ Her eyes were fixed on Brent’s dirty black puddle.

‘She started it,’ cried Brent.

‘Baby,’ I muttered.

Ms Sutar looked at Brent. ‘Stay there, don’t move. I’ll deal with you in a minute.’

She turned back to survey the damage. Her bottom lip disappeared between her teeth.

‘But I’ll miss my bus,’ whined Brent.

‘If that’s the worst thing that happens to you,’ she hissed over her shoulder, ‘you’ll be a lucky vandal. No, you’ll be coming to the principal’s office. Now be quiet.’

Ms Sutar and I stood together in silence. Then she sighed and said, ‘Best leave it to dry now, and give yourself time to calm down. Tomorrow you can paint over it. It’s a damn shame, but you can do it, Frances. Where’s Kit?’

‘Oh, Kit’s been here every day, just not …’

‘Maybe just as well,’ said Ms Sutar, jerking her head in Brent’s direction. ‘Could have ended up far worse.’ We both looked at my bleeding gravel-specked knees. A scarlet trickle had run down to my sock, staining it.

Ms Sutar took a step towards the mural and stretched up to examine the blending of darker and lighter greens, the lemony sunbeams shining through the foliage, and the texture of the leaves. She smiled. ‘Wow,’ she said softly. ‘It’s different, but I like it. Seems you don’t need me, after all.’

She turned to go, her face hardening as she pointed Brent back towards the office.

Yes, I do! I wanted to say. I need help. We need help. But her back was marching Brent back up the quadrangle, and it said no.
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For the first time since I’d known him, I hoped Kit wouldn’t come to school. That black cloud needed painting over before he saw it. I could tell Kit I’d made a mistake and had to correct it. I lay in bed conjuring up the scatter of flowers, the colours mixed, working out how long I would have the next afternoon before dark fell.

Kit didn’t turn up for school, but he turned up for duty. You could see it was duty rather than enthusiasm by the slouch of his shoulders. And that was before we even got to the wall.

I heard his intake of breath, saw the shock on his face. He just stood and stared, saying nothing. I started to tell him about Brent but he shook his head.

 I wanted to give up and go home, but Kit kept on, turning black into shadow, shadow into light. Such a waste of painting time. Such a miserable activity. I left before him. I was too cold and sad. I admired what he was doing, I was bursting with awe, but I felt even further away from him than ever, as if he was a door closing on me, a foreign country I could never reach.

Brent had spent a lot of the day in the principal’s office. He was put on detention for a week. That seemed to muzzle him but on Friday morning, like the top coming off an exploding gas bottle, he was released. Stalking into the science lab, arms out in front as if blindfolded, he made for Kit, bumping into desks, chairs, bodies along the way. Sam howled, jumping up to steer him around. His hands splayed, Brent reached for Kit’s chest, head, shoving him, slapping as if testing the limits of a new zoo animal. Laszlo looked away. I could tell he was ashamed of not saying anything. It wouldn’t have helped, anyway. Kit thrust him away just as Ms Pozniak flew into class, apologetic and late.

At lunchtime Kit and I went to sit under the peppercorn tree. I tried to think of things to talk about. I knew we couldn’t talk about It, but what else was there? He said he wasn’t hungry, even though I had a cold chicken drumstick and cheese and pickle sandwiches, his favourite.

‘I’ve been trying to get ideas for the figure in the foreground,’ I began. ‘Nothing is coming. Nothing that makes any sense to me.’

He nodded. ‘What about looking back at some of your drawings − developing the ideas. That magpie.’ He almost grinned.

I shook my head. ‘I’ve thought about those, but nothing feels right. I’ve tried. They just seem, I don’t know, stupid.’

‘You’re just in that mood. Let me see them again.’ He seemed relieved to be doing something.

I felt embarrassed about the more recent sketches. They were lumpy and silly. But at least we had something to look at, something to talk about. ‘I’ve done a couple of new ones, but nothing I feel satisfied with.’

I turned a few pages.

Suddenly a shadow fell over the book and we glanced up to see Brent. God, he was like a vampire − knock him down and still he kept coming back. As my eyes met his, he leaned in close and in one lunge he snatched the book out of my hands. He danced away from us, then stopped, flicking over the pages. He began to laugh, great open-mouthed roars of insult.

 ‘Weirdos!’ he yelled. ‘Look at this!’

Sam came running over with Ajmal trailing behind. A couple of others hovered near.

‘Let me see,’ said Sam, and tore the book from Brent’s hands.

Brent grabbed it back, hooting. Sweat broke out all over my body. I was being sliced open and everyone could see my innards. I leaped up and grabbed Brent’s jumper. Tugging at him, I tried to swing him around but he slammed my hand away. He threw the book high into the air so that the pages opened white into the light like bird wings catching the sun. I wanted the book to fly away, to burn into nothing, a shower of ashes; but Sam caught it and Ajmal and another boy crowded around, crowing and pointing and staring at me as if I were an alien that had suddenly landed in the playground and now it was confirmed that I had never, ever belonged on this earth.

Slowly, Kit stood up. He put a hand on my shoulder and left it there for just a second. I’ll never forget how safe it felt, how steady. I breathed out. He walked over to the boys huddling and snickering near the rubbish bin. He walked in his leisurely loping way, as if he were only going to put his lunch wrappers in the bin.

 When Brent looked up and saw him, he hurled the book into the air. ‘Catch!’

Kit only had to put up an arm. He caught the book and glanced down at the open page.

I watched his eyes grow huge. He stood holding the book as if it had struck him. His throat was working, the sharp triangle of his Adam’s apple going up and down, up and down, as he tried to swallow. His eyes filled and he swiped at the water spilling over his lids, blurring the thing that he couldn’t believe.

I knew what he was looking at. I knew. I knew. I knew.

I wanted his hand back on my shoulder, I wanted the moment before he saw that page, the times we were painting, talking, walking, playing with Picasso, visiting Peg. When we first met. I wanted the time before I painted his stupid portrait in my stupid book, before I even thought of painting it, before I couldn’t paint it and painted instead the hurtful horrible beautiful animal with one grey and one green eye, tall as the tree it was munching on, that animal he was looking at now.

Brent pounced on the book. He took it easily, without any resistance. Kit’s hands simply dropped to his sides, like things that didn’t belong to him. ‘Hey Sam, look,’ Brent gave a low whistle, ‘even germ girl thinks he’s a freak. Check it out.’

Sam leaned over his shoulder. ‘Giraffe boy! That’s Kit!’

‘Yeah, it’s him,’ laughed Brent. ‘See, even the eyes.’ He whistled again. ‘Not a bad giraffe, but!’

‘Hey, giraffe boy, what did you munch for lunch?’ yelled Sam. ‘Leaves?’

Kit stood in the middle of the noise like the eye of a hurricane. Around him the boys rocked with laughter, big spraying buckets of laughter that filled the air till there was nothing in the world but that sound.

And then Kit broke. You could see it coming, his shoulders clenching, his hands coming up as Brent waved the book under his nose.

Slam. Kit shoved Brent away with his open palm, sending him staggering back, winded, the book skidding across the asphalt. Kit roared, a great howl of outrage as he kicked over the big steel rubbish bin, kicking it again and again and again as greasy paper bags, banana peels, sweet wrappers, juice poppers, mashed sausage rolls, half-finished lunches spattered across the playground.

‘Freak,’ spat Brent, keeping his distance. ‘Look at all that rubbish!’

 ‘You’re rubbish,’ yelled Kit. ‘You’re all rubbish.’ His gaze took in the kids gathering to watch the storm breaking. ‘This whole school is rubbish, the whole world is RUBBISH!’

And he turned and loped away, across the playground, round the Science block, past the library, running now as he streamed through the gate and was gone.
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I waited until the playground was empty. Then I righted the bin and picked up the banana peel, wrappers, drink cartons, scraped the sausage roll mess from the asphalt, the pastry flecks and guts slimed under my fingernails, collected the apple cores and mashed chips and something that smelled so bad my stomach heaved, bile spurting into my mouth. But I kept going until the only thing left was the stain lying round the bin like a crime scene.

On the way home I didn’t think of anything. I only listened to my footsteps clopping on the pavement, the changing of gears on the bus. I kept my eyes wide open, keeping back the wall of water threatening to break through.

 As I stepped inside and into the kitchen, Mum’s voice came from her room.

‘Do what you like,’ she said.

I knew that voice. It was the one where the words didn’t match the meaning. She must be FaceTiming with Dad. She only used that voice with him. Cold, angry, like stale cake under icing. She might just as well have added, ‘As if I care.’

‘It’s not a question of liking it,’ I heard Dad say. ‘I hate being away from you both but—’

‘Well, why, then?’

Silence. ‘Well, it’s important …’

‘And we’re not?’

‘But Nat, I’m earning money for us here … it’s a positive step, I’m being useful and at the moment we − you know how it is − even when we do talk it’s not as if I seem to do you any good. I can’t cheer you up …’

‘What, I have to be happy all the time? Go around with one big happy smile?’

‘No, of course not, it’s just … all we do is argue, think about …’

‘Think about what? I’m waiting. See? You can’t even say his name. You’re running away so fast from us, you can’t even—’

 I dropped the glass I’d picked up. It clattered loudly on the lino floor.

‘Oh, do whatever you want. I don’t care anymore.’ A beep ended the call as doggy paws thumped down the hall towards me and the bedroom door closed.

I crouched down to cup Picasso’s wet nose in my hands, scratching behind his ears, scrunching the warm heavy bundle of him in my arms. For once I let him lick my cheeks − salty, just the way he likes them.
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I agreed with Kit. This whole world was rubbish. I was mad at Dad, mad at Brent, mad at Brent’s mafia, mad at bacteria in general and the Epstein-Barr virus in particular, and most of all I was mad at me. I was such an idiot. It’s terrible being mad at yourself because you can’t escape. No matter how many times you say you’re sorry, you just don’t listen.

What I wanted to do was say sorry to Kit. I wanted to say it a million times, and then another million. But he wasn’t around to hear it.

I didn’t know what to do. Mum had enough problems of her own. ‘But I wish she’d be a bit nicer to Dad,’ I whispered to Picasso. ‘He might come home quicker.’

 Picasso licked my face again. He’d been having a nap on my stomach but now he was standing to attention on my chest. It’s true that if you relent once with a dog, it’s all over.

‘No,’ I told him firmly. ‘This face-licking business can’t become a habit. Yesterday I was weak. There are a hundred million microbes in one drop of your saliva.’ I pushed him down to my knees. ‘So, what should I do about everything?’ When you’re a walking disaster of a person, this is how you end up: asking your dog for advice.

But even Picasso wasn’t interested. Now that no face-licking or walks were happening, he went back to sleep on my stomach. We lay breathing together while I stroked his dear bony head, and wished Kit had a comforter at home like Picasso.
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When Kit returned to school two days later, I don’t think he opened his mouth once the whole day. All of him was set in a grim line like he’d been made from a steel pole. In Science he sat at the back of the classroom, and the same in Art. A cold cloud settled around him as if he carried his own climate.

 I wish I had left him to his weather. As he walked towards the gate that afternoon I flew after him, helpless as a bogong moth to a porch light.

‘Kit,’ I called, puffing up the quadrangle, bag bouncing against my back. ‘Wait.’

Although he was only a couple of metres ahead now, he didn’t turn around. Soon he’d be among the crowd at the bus stop. I put a spurt on and reached him, tugging at his shirt.

‘Please, Kit, talk to me. I never meant—’

He swung round like a whip. ‘Keep away from me, Frances.’ He was almost spitting with disgust. ‘I never want to see you or speak to you again. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?’

He strode off to the bus stop, boarded the bus, stared straight ahead in his seat. I waited to watch the bus roar into gear and trundle down the road. I couldn’t move my legs or change position because I’d been stabbed in the heart and the pain took my breath away.

Even when I got home, the pain remained. Those words burned into my mind. My chest stung every time I breathed in or out. I began to wonder if I’d had a heart attack. Can you have a heart attack at thirteen? Maybe I’d been born with a bad heart, and it had finally caught up with me. I wanted to ask Mum but then realised she just couldn’t handle a question like that.

Never. Isn’t that a terrible word? The worst in the English language. So final, so forever. Never will always be Kit’s face when he said it, his door not closed but slammed. I deserved it. I wanted to cry but it hurt too much, on account of my heart attack.
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It was really hard confessing to Peg what I’d done. But it was the only way I could get her advice. Also, she might be able to tell me if heart attacks cause permanent damage in a young person like me.

Peg looked so sympathetic as I recounted my story that I almost couldn’t finish. I kept my eyes wide. ‘Isn’t that awful?’ I whispered when I got to the end.

She shook her head. ‘No. You didn’t mean to hurt him. That’s the main thing.’

‘But I was his best friend. And I knew he—’

‘The giraffe is a lovely animal,’ Peg said. ‘Very sociable − mothers stay near their children even when they’re grown up. Similar to elephants.’

I didn’t find this fact very helpful right now, but didn’t say so. ‘So what should I do about my giraffe situation?’

Peg gave me a smile. ‘Try to give it a rest for a bit. Everything will be all right, you’ll see. Just give him some time to work things out.’

‘What things?’

‘I have no idea.’ She sighed, looking across at her wall of photos. ‘Often we think we are the entire cause of someone’s pain but it turns out what we’ve said or done is only a scratch on the surface of some deeper wound. Most of us are a complete mystery to other people.’

Peg changed the subject then, which was frustrating and also a relief. She asked me to make a cup of tea for us both and see if Picasso liked the new treats she’d found at the supermarket. We had a happy hour of tea, cake and dog joy, and it helped. For a little while.
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Kit came to school most days that week, but he didn’t return to our wall. At first I couldn’t believe it. He could hate me but I knew how much he cared about the mural. Or thought I did. Peg was right, the insides of people are a mystery, which makes being friends with them very complicated. ‘You can spend hours in your own head, making up scenarios going on in another’s,’ she said. ‘But their problem is usually something very different, something you never could have imagined.’

What are best friends for then, if not to talk about the inside stuff? Is the inside stuff too private? What if the inside stuff is the only part that feels real, who you are?

It was hard to stop obsessing about it. My thoughts wound round and round the subject, the loop getting smaller and tighter, giving me cramps. I wished I could explain my problem to Kit as if he and I were separate people from ourselves and we only wanted what was best for them.

So many of our conversations played back through my mind. I tried to find times when we’d shared secrets, but now I saw we hadn’t told our deepest ones. We both knew the prickly places, and kept away. Kit hadn’t asked me any more about Henry after he saw his photo. And I hadn’t asked him any more about his home, or why I couldn’t go there. I’d dreaded his flinch, his quick withdrawal when I touched upon that subject. For the first time I wondered if he’d felt the same about me.

But we were friends, weren’t we? I’d got used to not feeling so alone. In our quiet times, we were company. As if our blood was always chatting away while the top part of us pretended it wasn’t. Now, I’d gone mute again, tossed back into the same old water I’d been treading since I turned double digits. Since Henry.

The more I lay awake in the dark, the more I remembered how it used to be, before Henry left us, before everything became like a terrible equation.

Didn’t I just do things without thinking? If Mum gave me money to buy an ice-cream, I’d run to Camillo’s next to ArtSmart. I’d be all running and puffing and getting there and then everything would be tingly sweet, the taste so strong on my saliva glands that I’d wince. I’d lick the drops melting down the cone, first round the base of the ice-cream, working my way to the top. Strawberry, my favourite, with real little seeds that popped between my teeth. The world was ice-cream, nothing else.

After Henry, it lost its flavour. I started to worry about what would happen after the ice-cream, even from the first lick. I’d feel sad in advance, tighten my stomach to get ready for the ending. I’d think what homework I had to do and what state Mum might be in when I got home and whether Dad would make it home for dinner, but probably not. I sort of lived life in advance instead of right now, so that nothing was ever quite as good or colourful or tasty again. And before I’d really noticed, the ice-cream would be finished, unsavoured.

What I still didn’t know was this: sadness, did it change weight or colour with what happened to you, or was this what growing up was like? Maybe we were like lava lamps, with blobs of different sadness laid down according to gravity. Either way, would this be permanent? I would have loved to run round to Kit’s place and ask him what he thought, right then, at one o’clock in the morning. But I didn’t even know where he lived.

And what if he never came back to the mural, the way he was never going to talk to me again? I couldn’t get to sleep worrying about it. And I couldn’t dream up any magical animals. Maybe I would become like him, turning up to paint out of duty instead of choice.
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On the Monday after my banishment, day turned to night at two in the afternoon. Purple clouds sagged over power lines, making my heart lift. Outside the classroom window a kookaburra perched on a pole, its pale tummy flaring against the dark before the rain belted down, sweeping in sideways like curtains yanked across the sky.

I knew the mural would be fine − the acrylic paints were weather resistant, and Ms Sutar had set up a plastic sheet we could pull down in case of rain. The downpour that filled pools and made rivers out of gutters lasted all week, giving me the excuse I longed for.

It wasn’t until Saturday that the skies cleared. All morning I loitered at home, eating breakfast, washing up, doodling in my sketchbook. The sky was scary blue. I had to go back.

The midday sun was already mopping up shallow pools and the warmth felt good on my shoulders. I stood facing the mural, taking in our almost-finished forest and hills. My eye travelled to the centre of the painting, as Kit had promised, to the lit windows and people dancing inside. With a shock I realised it felt like home.

There were still things to do in the landscape. We’d always planned to touch up the highlights now − to check the angle of the sun low on the horizon, to make the slanting light of late afternoon sharper, striping the trunks with light and shade. I mixed paints and loaded my brush, deepening the blues and greens in shadowy places, working until the colours gave themselves up to dusk.

It wasn’t duty that took me there on Sunday. For the next three afternoons I fell into the trance of that uninhabited place. It was my Narnia, my other country − I didn’t think of anything else but how to make the sun’s gold pick out the leaves or freckle the sandstone with glitter. I wanted the shadows to bring drama and contrast − the spotlit afternoon would be like a stage, ready for the play. I mixed up white and yellow, buttery cadmium for a brilliant gold, adding darker shades for the mystery lurking on the other side of light.

But I knew this easy part couldn’t last, like holidays never do. At the end of the week I made myself stop − or I’d be painting over Kit’s work. Usually I found it hard to know when to finish a painting. I’d keep on, wanting it to be better, trying to make the picture match the one in my head. But this time, it was Kit’s work that showed me.

Even so, I would have kept tinkering if I could. I was dreading the part that was up to me. That figure. The focus in the foreground. I wondered why I’d ever suggested it.
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It was hard getting to sleep, and hard waking up. I didn’t really want to be awake. I kept being late for school and yet it was a relief to be out in the world, at least for that short trip on the bus. As soon as I was in class, though, I began to worry about home: Mum not talking to Dad. Words with one syllable plonked around the house like essential food items: milk, dinner, sandwich? Although Mum went to work and kept going, it all seemed an effort. There was nothing comfortable, nothing to lie on that would hold you. It was as if we’d moved into an empty shed without furniture. Only partitions.

I tried to talk to Mum about Dad. He hadn’t rung since they’d argued, or at least not that I knew of. But she always changed the subject, shrugging or rolling her eyes.

‘He’s got his work to do,’ is all she’d say.

‘Well, when’s he coming home?’

‘I have no idea.’ She looked at me. ‘No, that’s not true. I’ve been such a grump, haven’t I? Dad’ll be home soon, I’m sure.’ Her voice didn’t sound sure, it sounded trembly, but that night Mum brought home our favourite Thai curry for dinner and we found a movie to watch that made us both laugh so much that Picasso had a barking attack.

Picasso. He was the best scrunch of warmth in the world. He slept now on his own pillow next to mine. I wished I could take him to school. I hated leaving him. Now that I took so long to get to sleep I knew he snored early in the morning. He made a whuffle and a snort. I loved that he snored, that I could hear his warm little body breathing next to me, and all I had to do was turn over to get the full oven of his breath on my face and smell what he had for dinner.
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In Art class on Wednesday Ms Sutar announced that in two weeks there would be a ceremony for the unveiling of the mural. It was to be a big event, with parents and all the students attending; maybe even the local councillors would come to help us celebrate.

‘You’ve almost finished, haven’t you?’ she asked me. ‘There’s just that foreground part to paint, is that right? Do you need any help with that?’ She examined my face as I hesitated. ‘Kit hasn’t been in class lately. Are things okay?’

 I wanted to tell her no, nothing was okay. Everything was terrible − although not as terrible as the place my father lived now where even your water supply and your home could be taken from you, or even your life. It wasn’t as bad as a war or dying, what had happened to me and Kit. ‘Sure,’ I said.

She waited a moment longer and then a kid called her, and she hurried away.

It was better that Ms Sutar kept away. For her own safety. Really, people ought to be warned not to come too close to me. I should have told Kit. I should have left him alone with his art and his grandad and his secret address.

When the bell rang I went to face the mural again. I tried to be alone with it, without all the bad thoughts. I told myself, You don’t have to do anything new right now, this minute. You just have to look. Maybe then you might see what is needed.
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On the way home I thought of telling Mum about the unveiling of the mural. She’d be glad, I knew. But her bedroom door was closed. Picasso was making such a racket racing up and down the hall, jumping up at my knees, tearing off again, barking like a maniac that I couldn’t hear what was going on behind the door.

‘Mum?’

‘Just a minute, sweetheart,’ came her voice.

I stood hesitating outside. I threw the pig for Picasso. He disappeared for twenty seconds. I heard scuffling. Wardrobe doors closing.

‘Mum? Can I come in?’

She opened the door.

 On the bed were tiny Henry clothes. Knitted booties from when he was a baby, the red wool coat from his third birthday, his bright green wellies, the pyjama top he wore to hospital. And photos. Henry laughing, Henry with a tea cosy on his head pretending to be a Gumnut, Henry lying on the floor with Lorenzo, being Tabby Cat.

‘What are you doing?’ Stupid question. Mum’s tear-smeared face.

‘I’m packing up some things.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. I thought I should give some clothes to …’

‘Who?’

‘Well, people who need them.’

I didn’t know what to say. I went to sit on the bed next to her and picked up a photo. Henry’s face was so startling. Right here in my hand. How could Mum do this, look at these photos, touch his clothes, feel the stabbing?

I put it back on the bed. Mum put her hand over mine and held it. She tried to smile. ‘You know what? I think I’ll wait till I feel stronger.’

‘Yeah, no one says you have to do anything now.’ Right then, I couldn’t help looking at the photo in my head − Henry in my arms dripping from the pool, his mouth wobbly with cold, his eyelashes, every one, carrying a drop of danger.

I wiped my face with the back of my hand. I wanted to wipe everything away, the clothes, the photos, my dangerous self − to lift us away from the past and the little person in it. ‘Mum, guess what. You know the mural we’re doing at school? It’s nearly finished, and there’s going to be a big ceremony for it.’

Mum looked up. ‘That’s lovely, Frances. Congratulations.’ Her voice was thick as if her throat was full of ice-cream. But it wasn’t ice-cream; it was tears. When someone is this sad you can’t just change the subject. Nothing changes the subject.

We sat on the bed, inside the subject. An awful burning itch started under my skin. It crept from my shins up my knees, into my thighs. My blood was on fire. Soon it was itching away in my stomach, searing up to my heart region.

I slid my sweaty hand from under hers. The itch got worse. Inside I shouted at my skin for being such a traitor but I had to get up and move. Then the door swung open and Picasso bounded in. He leaped up onto the bed between us, his sharp little nails catching on the knit of the booties, scratching the photos.

 ‘Oh, get off, get out!’ cried Mum, scooping up the photos and clutching them to her chest.

‘Come on,’ I told Picasso but as I picked him up, I took one photo with me.

It must have been taken on Henry’s third birthday. He was in his green wellies, wearing Dad’s suit jacket. It was ridiculously big on him, reaching down to the floor. I remembered how he’d flapped the long, empty sleeves around so that he looked like one of those plastic dummies outside car stores, bending and dancing with the wind. I put him under my pillow.
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On the weekend I took Picasso for a walk in the bush. It was a while since we’d walked that track. I’d thought it would hurt too much to be there without Kit. When we came to the Triassic rock I stopped but Picasso clambered up and over, barking at me from the other side. We trudged on up to the ridge where Kit and I had first seen the Wang Wei view, where he had stood looking so at home, where he’d said, I like the way you say what you feel.

‘I’m never going to like anyone that much again,’ I told Picasso. ‘Not if I live to be ninety.’ I hovered for a minute but the burning feeling told me I’d been right, this place hurt too much.

We took off again along a muddy track lined with tea trees. The net of branches on either side knotted into a tunnel, dark and narrow. The ground was still sodden with the recent storms and we had to dodge sinks of black mud. We hadn’t ever been this far, Picasso and I. The track seemed to go on forever, twisting and turning so you could never see what lay up ahead.

It was a relief to come across stone stairs that led down to a swampy bank. Here the creek was wrist-deep at most, puddling over gleaming rock, so I let Picasso splash in it, lapping and snapping at dragonflies. I found a dry spot to sit near a clump of moss, careful not to lean on it. The moist little leaves are only one cell thick, delicate as insect legs, so you can’t touch them too much or they die.

It was a warm day, quiet as a whisper. Sun spread over the back of my neck like a lullaby. Even the bees droning in the wattle sounded sleepy. After a while Picasso trotted back to me and settled himself near my thigh. I was going to warn him about the moss but he looked too contented.

At our feet the pool of water lay still as a mirror. Framed inside it you could see the trees above, bracken ferns wiry and tangled like hair that hadn’t been brushed for years. The ferns reminded me of Mum. I didn’t want to think about that. I wanted to stay inside this calm, upside-down place. On the other side of the creek a sapling grew out of a dead tree. More shipwrecks lay about, splintered trunks and snapped branches, the forest messy with bark torn into strips and flung over bushes like washing drying in the sun. Bright orange fungi like toy sails sprang up out of driftwood.

I listened to the faint buzz of crickets, the snap of a whipbird. There was the toffee smell of sap. As the stillness sank deeper, the loneliness of the place seeped in like comfort. Nothing was expected of me, beetles and ants and butterflies carrying on their work around me. Old logs lay where they’d fallen, whitening into bones.

Then a breeze stirred, sending sunlight bouncing from water to tree trunk. The air was suddenly alive and golden as ripples of light spiralled up tree ferns, pulsing to the rhythm of water-sparkle below. We were all caught in it − my arm, the unbrushed ferns, the clicking bamboo. The wind lifted my hair, shook the trees glistening in the creek. I knew the beauty of this must happen all the time, but now I was seeing it. I was inside it. A party of light was happening, and I was invited.

Even if I didn’t belong anywhere else, I thought suddenly, I could belong here. It was a new idea that dropped into my body with such weight that ripples ran right to the end of my fingers.

When the wind dropped, the creek set into glass again and I set with it. Stunned by sun, still as the sandstone beneath me, I hardly breathed. A lizard darted near my finger, and froze.

Lizzie! I heard Henry say, and his pudgy little hands shot out to catch it.
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For the next few days I didn’t go to work on the mural, I went into the bush with Picasso. I had to. It was as if I’d been hypnotised, my legs taking me there. We climbed over the rock and up to the ledge, through the tunnel of tea trees, and down to the creek. Our spot. And each time, Henry came.

On the way, I looked forward to seeing him. From the corner of my eye he flashed up ahead, his little green wellies squelching in the damp. When we were walking, I didn’t think about Kit. I didn’t miss him. I heard the she-oaks whispering, the screaming of cockatoos and high twittering of birds, the tiny ones you don’t see on the streets. I thought about a lot of things as I walked, and nothing at all.

On these afternoons, it came to me that I would never have found this place if it hadn’t been for meeting Kit, and losing him. A loveliness came over everything each time I was here. I couldn’t say what it was but a special light seemed to breathe through the tossing trees and everything was painted with a sweet light, even me.

I noticed things. After rain the angophoras turned tangerine, their juicy pieces of bark smashed around their roots. I pressed my cheek against a massive trunk and the cold was startling. I slung my arms all the way round and dipped my fingers into its dimples. You could stay like that all day if you wanted, and that tree wouldn’t mind. Trees let you be, no matter what you say to them. They won’t keel over with shock or say they never want to see you again; they just keep standing there, quiet, cool, making shade and oxygen, being themselves so you can.

I noticed that in the quiet of trees, if you stay long enough, you might hear something you need to know. It’s not that you solve a mystery. It’s not that. It’s the sense of getting close, of nearly touching the most important thing. It’s lovely. Lonely. Lovely.

Being in the company of trees, I thought of those Renaissance landscapes in Peggy’s book, how perfect they are, fields and rivers framed by an arch, a scene laid down neat as embroidery. I’d wanted to create a world like that. Like Kit did, inside his frames.

But now, I was thinking of Henry. I remembered his laugh and hot damp cheeks after playing a game. What he felt like in my arms when I carried him to bed. The breath of him. Leaning against the smooth trunk, I watched crystals glitter in the Triassic sandstone like stars in the night sky, the same stardust that made us. I thought about stars being dead but their light still travelling towards us, how a person might die but you can still see them, their ghost light, the hot memory cooling into a glow, lighting your path.

I remembered how Henry used to lie on his tummy in the grass.

‘Why is green?’ he asked, not lifting his head from the ants climbing skyscraper grass. ‘Why are ants?’

‘For lizzies to eat,’ I said.

‘Why are lizzies?’

 ‘For birds to eat.’

‘No!’ He sat up and put out his hands as if to stop my words.

‘Most of them escape, though,’ I said quickly. ‘They drop their tails so birds think they’ve got them. Then the lizzies grow their tails again later.’

‘That’s very true,’ he said, nodding wisely as if he’d only been testing my knowledge, settling himself again to watch the earth and the creatures trundling over it.
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On Wednesday I stayed longer in the bush than usual. Worry about finishing the mural, the deadline of the unveiling − those things were smaller here. I wanted to stay in this pleat in the universe where time hardly moved, trees stood on their head, and Henry appeared.

Although the days were becoming longer now, by the time Picasso and I arrived home the streetlights had come on. Our kitchen windows were unlit, the house dark and silent. It looked like it had turned its back on us.

Mum’s car was in the driveway. I put my key in the door and called down the hall. I searched in every room. What would a person be doing wandering around the streets alone? Especially a person like Mum who had to carry tissues with her lately wherever she went in case of flood.

I went around switching lights on, and put the kettle on even though I didn’t want a cup of tea. Mum’s bed was unmade, and her nightie and gown lay crumpled on the pillows.

I didn’t like the look of her room so I went into mine. But my walls were covered with Kit drawings, or paintings I’d done with Kit, or sketches inspired by Kit, and suddenly I missed him so much I couldn’t breathe. The safe, free feeling I’d had in the bush left me. I watched it whoosh away like car tail-lights winking into the night.

I went into the living room and lay down on the floor. Picasso came to stand on my chest, drooling.

How long before I should ring the police? I asked him.

How long before my dinner? he said.

I tried to imagine we were still in the bush, in our spot, and there was the same timeless quiet that went with the Triassic rock and quartz crystals and the trees.

But it wasn’t working. When I breathed out I wanted to stay like that, empty. I didn’t want to go to all the trouble of taking another breath, fighting the oncoming thoughts about Mum and her sadness, or me and mine, or Kit and his, the women of Pakistan trudging so many miles just to get water, or bacteria multiplying in the dirty rivers where there was water. If I lay like this and didn’t take another breath I might melt away like the shadows into the carpet.

A phone rang somewhere up the hall. Mum’s phone. So many dreadful thoughts − hospital, police, rescue crew … ‘Hello?’

‘Have you been running?’

‘No. I’m hyperventilating. Dad? Why can’t I see your face?’

‘Bloody connection is bad. There you are, can you see me?’

‘No.’

‘Oh well, let’s work with what we’ve got. Tell me, how’s things?’

Picasso started barking and I shoved him away. ‘I don’t know where Mum is.’ My voice wobbled on the edge of a cliff.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, normally she’s home now and we’re making dinner and the lights and the news are on but now it’s just dark and quiet and …’ My voice fell off and I looked at Picasso sitting hopefully in front of the fridge. ‘Dad?’

‘Yes?’

There were things I needed to tell him but the foggy not-breathing feeling descended.

‘Frances, how are you? How’s school?’

God. Was this supposed to be a normal conversation?

Just then I heard the front door open and close, and Mum came into the room. She drooped across the carpet, tissues bulging out of her long cardigan. She gave me a watery smile, waving her fingers at me.

‘Mum’s home now,’ I said into the phone. Mum shook her head at me, even though I hadn’t asked the question.

‘Oh good,’ said Dad. ‘What are you two having for dinner?’

I didn’t have a thought in my head, on account of the fog. ‘Eggs, probably.’

‘Oh good,’ he said again.

But the crackling silence wasn’t. So I started babbling about the mural and the ceremony that was to be held next week, even though all that seemed like another planet spinning off somewhere far away and it had nothing to do with this sad house and hungry dog fixated on his dinner.

 I heard the toilet flush and then Mum’s door close behind her. I asked Dad, ‘Will you be home by then?’

‘When?’

‘Next week.’

‘Gosh, a week, well no, I don’t think that’s possible …’

I got up off the bed and walked out of the room into the hall, holding Dad’s voice in my hand.

‘Everything is all right now though, isn’t it,’ he was saying. ‘See? Mum’s home, she probably just lost track of time … eggs …’

He began to fob me off, trying to make everything normal. I went to sit on my bed. My eyes locked again on Le Chien and my body tucked into that pleat. I thought about the bush and the quiet and the lizard running over my foot, how it tickled.

‘Frances?’

‘What?’ I could stay in the bush. I could stay quiet and safe and be like moss on the stone, puddles in the creek. I could stop caring about Kit and Mum and Picasso and Dad and our family. I could sit like a dust mote caught in sunlight, drift and fall, and no one would know. Stay in the deep mystery, like Peg said.

Or I could remind Dad of his duty.

‘Frances?’

 I looked at the Henry photo I’d taken from Mum’s room. ‘Dad? You should come home now if you still want to be part of this family. I don’t think we are going to be all right if you don’t.’ And I rang off.
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I woke at three am and kept my eyes half-closed, feeling around for the lamp. My fingers found the notebook on the bedside table. Barely looking at the page, I drew what I was dreaming. A dark forest, wild and curly like Dad’s eyebrows. The dream was a kind of puzzle − you had to find the right question to get out, but the forest just got darker and wilder the more you looked. A moon rising now over the treetops, silvering leaves, lighting a track. I followed small shining ghosts emerging from the trees. One was larger and shinier than the others, asking for something. It hovered at the end of the path, the end of moonlight, wearing a coat that came down past its knees. Its long whiskered nose was raised, as if smelling something. A kind of mole, or a wombat … I couldn’t see. You’ve got to catch it, quick, before the pictures slide away down that crack in your mind. I drew until the dream faded.

 I must have gone back to sleep because it was morning sun that woke me. When I opened my eyes, my first thought was that I knew now what would stand on the edge of that ledge.
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I waited until Saturday to begin the end of the mural. The sun was only just up, the sky rosy in the east. A smudge of moon still showed between the peppercorn trees, and except for a couple of magpies poking about, the quadrangle was empty. I hoped it would stay that way, giving me time to fall into the dream and believe it was real, real enough to paint.

For the first ten minutes I stood back a few metres, and looked. The ferns curling up from the bottom frame and the sprinkle of yellow and violet wildflowers provided colour and pattern in the foreground. But really, everything was waiting for someone to appear in the flat vacant space of the rock ledge.

 Laying out my drawing on the drop sheet, I placed a stone on top to stop it flying away. Then I took a piece of charcoal and made a quick sketch of my dream figure. I looked and drew, looked and corrected. The morning was warming up. The paints would have to be mixed and applied quickly or they’d dry too soon. Bright green for the wellies, reddish brown for the coat, yellow and white for the afternoon light. I worked until the sun was high overhead, not stopping to second-guess what I was doing. My mouth was parched. Shadowy corners of asphalt steamed in the sun where the rain had pooled. I drank from my bottle and ate a banana, not taking my eyes off the painting.

My neck was aching by the time I stepped back again to look.

The figure stood in profile at the left of the frame, leaning back on his heels. His stumpy green wellies were planted on the mossy ledge, his arms in their long sleeves hanging straight down by his sides, the coat riding up higher at the front over his tummy. He was facing the light from the setting sun, intent on the blazing windows of the house nestled in the valley below. Two long shadows were thrown down by his heels behind him, fading off into the bush.

 Now, without thinking, I mixed more umber and dark grey and painted in another two rough lines shooting out in front of him. They weren’t shadows, I wasn’t sure what they were − remainders of an old dirt road, ruts from a path overgrown with grass? All I knew was those lines needed to be there pointing us away from the shadows, leading us towards the great runny egg of sun cooking on the horizon and the cosy house in the middle of the forest. Facing the light, he needed a goldish outline to his coat, the bushy fur around his neck, the tip of his long moleish nose and whiskers.

I worked for another hour and finished with a straw hat on his furry head. The hat was old and torn at the top like the Muddle-headed Wombat’s, but out of the hole in the middle a lizard, maybe a water dragon, lifted its head to take in the view, just like my figure was doing. I didn’t know I was going to do that either, but it was good.

Suddenly I wanted to cry, so I washed my brush. It was hard to tear myself away from my Henry on the edge of the ledge.
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 On Sunday morning I brought Mum a cup of tea in bed. I felt so much sunnier, I wanted to pass it on. Waiting for the kettle to boil, I kept looking at the picture in my mind’s eye. Something had settled inside me, something warm and safe and sad, yet exciting. I brought the radio with the tea, set to her favourite station so she wouldn’t have to get up for Julian Morrow. But she groaned at his voice. I realised that he was talking about disappearing forests and endangered animals, so I switched it off.

I perched on the edge of the bed, watching her take her first sip of tea. That was the best one of the day, in her opinion.

‘Ooh, nice,’ she said. Her voice was croaky because she hadn’t said anything all morning. Well, I hoped it was that. She smiled at me but I could tell she’d stuck it on. My sun dimmed. When someone you love is standing in the rain, you have to go and stand with them. At least bring an umbrella.

‘What are you doing today?’ she asked.

‘Going back to school to finish the mural, I think. It’s going well, or well enough …’

Suddenly I was struck by doubts. To say ‘it’s going well’ was so much more certain than I felt. Did it really work? I almost didn’t want to return − it might not be what I’d dreamed at all, but some silly …

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Oh, nothing Mum, it’s okay—’

‘I’m not much help, am I?’ Mum’s eyes filled. ‘Lately, I just seem to be a waterworks—’

‘No, don’t worry, you’re fine, oh I mean … God! I wish I knew how to make it better.’

Mum looked more stricken than ever, as if she’d just heard about a new flesh-eating bacteria. The best thing I could do for her was to take myself away. ‘Can I get you anything? Like, I don’t know, a book? How about that one Luisa gave you, that one about Shakespeare’s life?’

She was trying to smile while her mouth quivered, her face doing acrobatics. She’d get very tired doing that. I knew what that felt like.

‘Okay, well, um, sorry, I’ll leave you to your tea. I’ll just be here, around, if you need anything.’

‘No, no, go and paint, sweetheart, it’ll be okay. I’ll be resting here with my lovely tea. And I do have a good book to read. I’ll snuggle in.’

As I got ready to go, Mum’s facial acrobatics stayed in my mind. I remembered Dad telling me once that if you had to worry, put a time limit on it, say ten minutes, and then stash it away. But he didn’t stay where to stash it. Lucky I had a painting to think about.

It was strange − I wanted to be up there now with the painting. I didn’t want to have to wait for all those steps to get there. And yet I didn’t. I wanted to put off the moment of seeing it as long as I could. I wanted to keep being inside the dream of the picture rather than see what I’d made of it.

I knew there was something not quite right − compositionally, my figure should have been taller, could have taken up more space to balance the picture. But that hadn’t felt true to Henry. Maybe make the casuarina beside him bulkier, leafier, lending weight and height to that left corner … My stomach clenched with dread that I wouldn’t be able to do it.

Peggy. Just the thought of her gave me relief. ‘We’ll go and see Peg first,’ I told Picasso. ‘She’ll be wondering what’s happened to us.’

His tail started to wag. I swear he knew her name.

On the way I enjoyed thinking how I’d describe my idea to her. We’d talk about art and I could tell her about the discoveries I’d been making − about the loveliness of trees and comforting messiness of the bush. We only stopped a couple of times for Picasso to investigate a chicken wrapper and a pong under some tree roots. When we reached the reserve he got an extra spurt on, as if he was late for an appointment.

As we neared Peg’s fence, we saw Mal coming out of her door. He was struggling down her steps, carrying something large and awkward. When he opened the gate Picasso opened his voice box. Mal stopped, glancing up in fright.

‘No!’ I yelled at Picasso. ‘Sorry!’ I yelled at Mal.

Picasso ignored me. But he was watching Mal. He took in Mal’s small wave, and the fact that he wasn’t approaching, and he went quiet as his nose got busy with the bandicoot hole beneath a shrub.

‘Hi,’ I said in a normal voice. ‘Is Peg at home?’

Mal shook his head. ‘No, she’s gone visiting.’ He eyed Picasso warily for a few seconds. We waited. Then he smiled shyly. It was amazing what a difference it made to his face. His long cheeks lifted, and his eyes were friendly. ‘I thought I’d take advantage of her absence to complete my little project.’

‘Is it that?’ I said, pointing to the thing in his arms.

‘It’s a surprise.’ He looked around furtively as if someone might overhear. ‘I’m building a dog bed.’

 ‘Really?’ I tried not to show my astonishment. ‘Why? Peg doesn’t have a dog.’

‘She might acquire one, in the future.’ That cautious smile again.

‘You think? Can I have a look?’

‘Certainly,’ Mal said proudly. ‘It’s nearly finished. I was just seeing how it would fit into her room.’ He sighed. ‘She’ll probably put it there.’

The bed was a sturdy wooden rectangle with three low sides, raised on small legs. The shape of a dog bone was carved into the panel at the front. I ran my finger along the sides.

‘How did you get it looking so old? Like, antique?’

‘It’s called rustic. You make little scratches and cuts in the timber and when you stain it, the colour goes right into the little grooves − makes it look worn. It will go much better with the other furniture in Peg’s house.’

‘That’s really beautiful. Peggy will love it,’ I said truthfully.

He beamed. ‘Of course it will be fitted with a plush sleeping surface.’ He gave a small groan. ‘With new blankets and pillows, I hope.’

We grinned at each other. ‘Were you a carpenter?’

 ‘Well, no.’ Now he looked even more pleased. ‘I’ve joined a group, what do you call it, the Men’s Shed. They’re a very cluey bunch. One of them used to be a vet at Peg’s practice. They showed me how to use the table saw and, well, all kinds of tools they have.’ He nodded, rocking on his heels with pleasure. Then his face changed. ‘Ooh, watch out—’

I followed his eyes to see Picasso, who’d been mooching near my feet, take off like an arrow across the reserve. I hadn’t even felt the leash leave my hand.

‘Oh, Picasso!’ I called, taking off after him. ‘Come!’

What was he chasing now? A rabbit, a dog − oh, it didn’t matter, I should never have relaxed my hold. ‘Picasso!’ I called again, but his solid little body was gliding along as if on wheels. Too far away to hear now, he cleared the grassy edge of the reserve, pelting up a concrete footpath bordering the long grass leading down to the dam.

I pelted after him, willing him to stick to the footpath, to run out of steam or adrenaline or whatever he was running on. Maybe someone coming the other way would see him and block his path. Sunday morning − where was everyone with their skateboards and tennis balls and bikes? A door slammed on the other side of the road but it was just the wind and when I looked back, Picasso had disappeared. The footpath ahead was empty, the road − empty. Picasso must have taken a right, and hared off into the bush.

Who knew my heart could go any faster? It was practically jumping into my throat as I raced up the path until I reached the place where I thought he’d turned. I crashed through the low scrub and found a track winding round boulders of sandstone. Climbing to the top of one, I spotted my moving grey target.

‘Picasso, come!’

He didn’t even turn. Oh, please don’t go all the way down to the dam, please, please. I was so hot under my jeans. The sun glared down like an evil eye. Picasso would be steaming inside his fur. If he made it to the dam he’d go in … but maybe he’d be all right, Mum said dogs were born knowing how to swim. But wasn’t the dam huge? He’d never been in water like that, what would …

My thoughts raced with my feet as I hopped over stones and stumps, trying to keep my eyes fixed on that speeding body. Oh God, how could I let this happen again? Two black cockatoos flew into the casuarinas, screaming at each other, as if continuing an argument that had been going for days. And then slam, I went down, knees first, my foot catching in a loop of root.

Isn’t it a shock when you fall and for a heartbeat everything stops until the pain starts up? I shot to my feet, pretending nothing hurt, willing there to be nothing serious to slow me down. My ankle ached but I could put weight on it. Both knees were stinging like crazy, bleeding through my torn jeans, and my hands were grazed where I’d tried to break the fall. I scrambled on, trying to look where I was going now as well as catch sight of Picasso. My scalp was wet, my neck dripping. Grabbing a tree trunk to balance me, a bunch of ferns to cling to, I slid-ran downhill through the whipping branches, down to the place I was dreading.

The bush opened onto flat grass fringing a low stone wall. Beyond it, the dam was vast, stretching out like a whole new nation. Water rolled almost to the horizon, shaped east and west by fingers of headland. A fresh wind rose, riffling the water into wavelets.

My stomach shrank. The wind brought a bank of clouds, turning off the sun like a switch. The water dulled to grey, folding in rows like sheets of corrugated iron. At the foot of the stone wall, clots of weed floated into the dirty sand, and a few metres to my right, a bridge started to the other side.

 A heartless place. No one about, only two ducks pecking at the weed in the shallows. The wet hair on my neck made me shiver. Oh, Picasso!

I watched one duck waddle ashore, its feathers gleaming like petrol. Climbing down from the wall, I picked my way towards it, and it was then that I noticed a familiar pattern in the sand.

Paw prints.

I scanned the horizon, watching the current pulling towards the headland. At the other end of the bridge, scrubby bush rose up to a ridge, and I picked out out the red roof of a house. Would he have crossed the bridge? He hated the slatted walkways over ditches in the bush, always trying to run around them. But as I came closer I saw this bridge was made of smooth metal plates. As far as I could see, wet paw prints, small and large, were splotched along it − was he following another dog?

I couldn’t decide anything, and sand and leaves blew up in the wind and the current ran a drop of rain. I lit out across the bridge, calling, calling, the metal plates clanging under my feet like an alarm.

Mangroves and tall grasses grew straight up out of the water, and lilies floated like green coins close to the bank on the other side. Life flickered below − little fish or tadpoles, or tricks of light. It all flashed past my shoulder as I left the bridge and ran into the scrub. Only a few metres in, I found steps leading up the ridge. At the top to my left was a house; to the right, darker dense forest.

I took the left track and now the earth underfoot gave way to hard concrete and a narrow road. A paved drive led up to a red-brick house. It looked locked up. No use asking if anyone had seen a dog. Next door was a vacant block with long weedy grass and a torn chip packet blowing in the wind.

This felt like an empty place, much emptier than the bush.

Further up the road I came to a wooden fence slanting sideways. A couple of palings were missing and there was no gate, just a big gap like a front tooth missing. I crept through the gap to a lawn scattered with rubbish. Big black plastic bags bulged with what looked like old clothes and rags, an old microwave lay on its back with the door open, a child’s chair piled with washing-up gloves, empty plastic bottles, a rusty hair dryer. Nothing I could make sense of.

A woman darted out the front door, something in her hands. A saucepan … she seemed about to throw it on the pile. She looked youngish, stringy brown hair parted in the middle hanging past her shoulders. She glanced up and our eyes met. I began to speak but she dropped the saucepan and darted back inside. Her movements were quick and small like a frightened bird.

But I picked my way through the lawn and stood on her step. I knocked on the door and waited. Silence. It was so hard to wait. Then I noticed a window to the side.

‘Please,’ I called through the window, ‘please help me.’ My voice cracked. You know when your voice frightens you? When it sounds like someone else’s? Someone out of control.

I waited. Ten seconds more, then I’d go. I was up to eight when she opened the door a fraction.

She was wearing what my mother called a housecoat − something between a nightie and a dress. Her neck and arms were so thin, like stalks. There was a yellow stain on her front where the lace frilled round the neck. Egg yolk?

‘Please, did you see a dog run past this house?’

She shook her head. ‘Your dog?’ Her voice was raspy like Mum’s when she hasn’t said anything all day.

I nodded. I started to describe Picasso but my throat choked. She just went on looking at me, but her face changed. Where it had been stony and guarded, as if everything was a threat, now it came alive. Her mouth opened in sympathy. It was too much for me.

‘The dam − he’s only little, he’ll drown, he can’t swim!’ I don’t know why I said that − it wasn’t true, was it? But words were coming out of my mouth and I couldn’t stop them. ‘It’s all my fault. I can’t save anyone because I’m the germ, the worst, I infect everything, I hurt everything … What’ll I do? I just don’t know what to do!’

But the woman had stopped looking at me. She was looking above my head, her mouth closing into a thin line, and she began biting her lip. Her face hardened again but this time it wasn’t blank or stony − she looked as if she was deciding to do something that she was very afraid of.

‘Let’s go and see,’ she said, and she took off, barefoot in her housecoat, back down along the track past the vacant block with the chip packet and the dressed-up red-brick house. She ran, muttering sometimes at the sharp stones under her feet but nothing slowed her down. I was hurrying after her at full speed, but even so I couldn’t quite catch her. At the bridge she stopped a moment, scanning the grey water. Nothing broke the surface except the wavelets tossed by the wind. She put up her hand to shade her eyes, and I saw a small tattoo on her upper arm. CH.

We peered along the sandy shore as far as we could see before the next headland cut in. The water was scudding along with the current, the casuarinas at our back bending and moaning with the wind.

‘Maybe he didn’t cross the bridge. Maybe he didn’t come this far?’ I called to her over the wind. I wanted it to be true. I was tearing a piece of bark off a poor tree with my hands. I couldn’t stop. The tears kept coming.

‘You live on the other side?’

I nodded.

‘What’s his name?’

‘Picasso.’

The line of her mouth wobbled. That alarmed me. I wanted her to go back to looking determined. Amazing how quickly you can give over responsibility to someone else. As if they knew better. Even if you don’t know anything about them and they have egg on their nightie.

‘No, look!’

I swung round to where she was pointing. But I couldn’t see what she was looking at. There was just the metal gleam of the water, the fast-flowing current and little white splashes of spray and then, oh, a small eruption in the surface, about halfway across the dam. How did he get that far?

Picasso!

He was still dog paddling, but drifting further towards the bend with the current. His front paws were working hard, his head and neck above water, but you could tell that the rest of his body was vertical, sinking in the dark grey water. His head went under.

I bent down to take off my shoes, my hands shaking so much that I couldn’t get them over my heels. But the woman had already run down the sand to the water. She had a long stick in her hand, holding it up as she waded in. I ran after her, one shoe on and one off.

She swam with her left arm in a strong freestyle stroke, as if she’d always swum with a stick in her other hand. She didn’t thrash or make any white water. She just kept going in a straight line, steady as a clock.

In seconds she put a distance between us. I kicked faster and tried to keep my head down, but I couldn’t hold my breath like her. Her arms were slicing through the water, her head only coming up every few strokes to breathe and check his position. She was nearing him now; I couldn’t believe how fast. I was counting the seconds, one to a heartbeat.

 Then she must have called to him. His head spun round, his paws thrashing like a little washing machine. His nose disappeared underwater. In two heartbeats he popped up again, glimpsed her, and began to bark.

Oh God, what would he do to a stranger? Would he panic and bite her, swallow water and drown? Oh, why hadn’t I got there first?

I tried to kick faster but I could hardly breathe. With all that barking he was sinking again, but she thrust the stick out towards him. Her legs must have been powerful beneath her. He bit the stick and she took a stroke away from him, pulling it a little. He let himself be dragged a couple of metres then he let go, but he’d stopped trying to bark and his body was no longer vertical under the water, the black target on his bottom surfacing.

As I came closer I heard her calling to him.

‘Picasso, Picasso, it’s okay, all right.’ Her voice was low and steady. She was concentrated on the stick and on him, and although he wasn’t making much headway, he seemed calmer.

But when I reached him, he went wild. He struck out and tried to scrabble onto my back, his nails shredding my shoulders. He was on my neck, my head. I felt myself going under and forgot to close my mouth. The water tasted like tin, sour grit gushing across my throat. I came up coughing but he pushed me under again.

‘No, no, swim away, swim back to shore!’ she called to me. ‘He’ll follow you.’

She was right. He seemed to have rediscovered his energy, his paws tearing up the water. The woman held out the stick and he bit it − he’d got used to her, he was like a little tugboat being towed by a bigger ship. Every now and then I’d turn around, letting him get a bit closer so he knew he would reach me.

We went on that way, me pausing, him getting a spurt on, the woman swimming close beside him, lending the stick when he flagged. I reached the shore forty seconds before they did and dropped to the sand. A stone dug into my back but I didn’t move. I closed my eyes and filled my lungs. The air smelled brilliant, rinsed.
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Picasso landed on top of me with a thump. The woman stood over us, her long shadow blocking the light. There was her smile, quick as a blink, watching him lick my chin. Before I could say anything she gave an awkward wave and scrambled away in her dripping nightie, back up the sand.

Picasso’s nose was in my neck. His body convulsed, and some water came up. The shudder ripped through him again and more brown liquid slopped onto my collarbone.

I stroked his chest, whispering into his wet smelly ear. I told him how much I loved him, how he was never to do that to me again, how I’d never let him do that again. I don’t know if he was listening because in two more heartbeats he’d flopped down on my chest, his paws splayed out behind him as if he’d been shot, and was fast asleep.

I don’t know how long we lay like that. I had my arms wrapped around him, savouring each breath of his and mine. I heard the wind drumming through the trees and even if a hurricane had swept in, I would have just stayed right there, loving Picasso.
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I don’t know how long we’d been like that, lying on the sand, before the rain started. Picasso was the first to move. Without the small electric heater of his body I began to shiver. That wind blowing across my wet jeans was cutting.

I grabbed his leash and we started the walk back up the ridge. We had nearly reached the woman’s house when we caught up with her. She gave us that weird little wave like an army salute.

‘Thank you!’ I said. I cringed inside. That wasn’t enough, but I didn’t know how to thank her properly. I couldn’t find the right words.

We stood hovering, her hand on a fence paling. Picasso sat down on my foot to take a good look at her. I opened my mouth to try thanking her again but she shook her head, a strand of dark hair still stuck to her cheek. She was turning uncertainly towards her house, plucking the wet nightie away from her thighs when Picasso suddenly sprang up, shook himself and sped through the gap where the gate should have been.

We watched him bound onto her lawn, dodging the mounds of bulging black plastic bags, old shoes and brooms lying like an obstacle course set out on the grass, as if seconds earlier he hadn’t nearly sunk like a stone with exhaustion and ruined our lives.

Oh, how rude could he be? And didn’t I just let him take off again on his own? The door had been left open and now Picasso scooted up the wooden steps and into the house. The woman scurried after him and they both vanished.

What should I do? It was so clear she hadn’t wanted us to come in. But didn’t he make sure we did? He’d galloped up the steps as if he’d known her forever, which is probably something that happens when a person saves your life. I called him and waited for a few seconds on the step. I knew he wouldn’t come out, so I went in.

 ‘Sorry, sorry!’ I called from the hallway into the gloom.

No answer came from either of them. I took a step and bumped against something hard. Whatever it was slapped to the ground. As my eyes adjusted, the dimness didn’t clear but now I saw why. Stacked up in towers along the walls were mounds of books and newspapers, picture frames, towels, old plastic toys, a bucket, a feather duster. Things had spilled onto the floor as if someone had picked up the house and dropped it, letting everything lie where it fell. I bumped into something sharp and then trod on it. A wooden block, from a child’s puzzle set.

For a moment I wondered if this woman had so many chores and children that she just couldn’t keep up − but the stuff seemed as if it had been here forever, as if it had gradually spread like the weeds in the vacant block next door.

I crept gingerly down the hall. A column of light on the left peeped through a door slightly ajar and a scuffling, snorty sound came from inside.

I stopped and listened. A squeak of springs, then silence. I pushed the door open.

Floorboards lined a small room, swept bare except for an orange rug lying beneath a desk. The bed was made, neat as a pin except for the wet shaggy mound lying in the middle.

‘Make yourself at home, why don’t you?’ I whispered.

I was about to pull him off − he’d make a terrible muddy patch on that bed − when I saw the row of paintings under the window. I hadn’t seen them at first, what with the surprise of light bouncing off the wall and the polished floorboards.

A thrill of shock ran through me. I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, my own face, in watercolours, was looking back at me.

The curl, the eyes − it was prettier than me, but it was definitely me. Next to my portrait was a painting of Grandad, I was sure of it. High gleaming forehead, grey hair thinning at the top, deep-set eyes shadowed by the cliff of his brow. He was standing by an easel, his mouth half-open as if saying something, waving his brush in the air.

I knelt on the bed next to Picasso to see it better. On the easel there was a painting pegged up, half-finished, of a hill of purple flowers and she-oaks against a luminous sky. A black dog lay at the man’s feet. Important details seemed to keep coming, like plot points in a story. You wanted to know more about the dog, the painting in the painting, what Grandad was saying. You needed to stay inside the story. But there were more paintings on the wall, in various stages − sketches in charcoal, one in oil paints, one named ‘Rose’ of a woman in a pink dress in a doorway.

A fly buzzed on the windowsill and settled on Picasso’s nose. He didn’t stir.

I knew I should move but I couldn’t. Not just yet. The rain had stopped and the sun must have come out from behind the clouds because light shone in through the window like bars in music. It was as if I’d entered a parallel world and I wasn’t sure if it was real.

‘Is … is anyone … are you there?’ A high wavery voice called down the hall.

I tore myself away from the pictures and rushed out. Something floppy dropped onto my shoulder as I squeezed through the hall, and came into the kitchen.

The kitchen? It must have been, because there was the sink on the other side of the room, with cupboards above. Between the sink and me was a table piled with jugs, a vase, soft toys, and a jumble of different objects my mind couldn’t arrange into any pattern or explanation. It was like those puzzles Henry used to do where you had to find the odd one out, only here, everything was odd.

‘Is … is your dog all right?’

The voice came from behind a fridge near the cupboards. A vacuum cleaner with a strangled hose sat on top of it. The woman emerged, holding out a towel for me. ‘Do you want to … you can dry your hair.’

I realised I was dripping onto the floor, a small pool gathering at my feet. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I’m making such a mess!’

The woman stared at me and then she laughed, a loud honk-snort that was stabbingly familiar. Her shoulders shook with the honking, taking in the chaos between us, and it was so infectious that I couldn’t help honking too, so much so that suddenly I needed to sit down, in fact I wanted to lie down and go to sleep right there on the broken floor with its shoes and brooms and newspapers and hair curlers.

I don’t know how long we laughed, maybe only a second, but it helped everything. She came and cleared a space on the table, knocking stuff from two chairs for me. Then she stood at the sink with her back to me, filling the kettle. While I’d been snooping down the hall she had changed into a long red dress tied at the waist with a sash, and her hair was still caught up in a towel.

She came to sit down, carrying two cups of tea. ‘I don’t seem to have any milk, sorry.’

The tea looked black and bitter. I didn’t think I’d drink it, but it didn’t matter.

Even though we’d laughed, the woman wouldn’t quite catch my eye. Up close, with the towel tucking her hair away, her face looked scrubbed and shiny like a child’s.

I took a deep breath. ‘You saved Picasso. I can’t thank you enough, I don’t know how to tell you …’

Her head jerked up and she shook it, that quick smile as if nothing could last.

‘No, no, it was amazing. There was no one to help me, nothing, and then suddenly you were there, it felt, well, amazing. That’s the truth!’

Her eyes widened. Now she looked at me. I could see her thin chest at the top of her dress fluttering up and down with her breath.

‘And you’re such a good swimmer.’

She waved a hand and looked away.

I didn’t know what to say. What do you say to a stranger who doesn’t really feel like a stranger and yet is stranger than anyone you’ve ever met? Her grey eyes were fringed by dark lashes. There was a little dent in the middle of her chin, like a thumbprint.

She drew the sash round her waist even tighter. As if to close herself up. I turned my gaze away. I was thinking about her dress. It was old-fashioned with the sash, and the little flowers embroidered around the skirt seemed to belong to another century. It was the kind of dress you remembered. The day of the soccer match, where Kit had taken his eye off the ball, and stared at the hill of onlookers instead.

I took a deep breath. ‘Does … does Kit live here?’

She looked guilty, as if she’d been accused of something. Unwinding the towel from her head, she combed out her hair with her fingers. Then her jaw set the way it had when she’d said, Let’s go!

‘Yes, yes he does,’ she said, straightening her back. ‘I’m his mother.’

The word ‘mother’ was louder than the rest, almost defiant. She looked so young − much younger than my mother. With her wet straight hair and smooth skin, she could have been an older sister.

‘Mrs Jamison. Pleased to meet you, Mrs Jamison!’

‘Sarah.’

 ‘I’m his best friend,’ I said. ‘Well, I was, only now maybe I’m his worst enemy, according to him, I mean.’

‘You’re Frances.’ She said my name like a fact, not a question.

‘Yes.’

She almost smiled.

‘Has he mentioned me?’

‘Oh, yes.’

I grimaced. I didn’t know whether to be glad or not.

‘And your Picasso. I told Kit I wanted to meet you but of course he couldn’t invite you here.’

She gestured at the clutter around her, the guilty lip returning. I couldn’t think of anything to say. I looked at the cupboard above the sink, where a daddy-long-legs was hanging by a thread.

‘He’s ashamed.’ She was speaking so quietly I had to lean forward to hear. ‘Oh, I don’t blame him − it’s so hard to get anything in order here, and just before you came I was trying, really trying to throw things out − you know, to be collected by the council.’ She bit her cheek. ‘I’ve been practising. My psychologist says I’m making good progress. I’m learning a lot.’

Dust hung in drifts in shafts of light from the window. I said the first thing that came into my mouth. ‘How can you swim like that?’

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘You’re so fast!’

‘I grew up beside the river. We were always swimming. When there were floods we had to save our horses and once we had to save Roger.’ She paused. ‘The dog we used to have.’

Then it dawned on me. ‘Kit said you used to love it. Swimming. You were going to be in the Olympics.’

She hooted again. But it was a sad hoot. ‘Oh, maybe I dreamed about that. A nice dream.’

‘He told me you were good at art too, like him.’

‘More tea?’

I hadn’t touched the cup. She looked across the table and made a face. Kit’s face. ‘Maybe you’d like juice instead?’

I realised how thirsty I was. ‘Yes, please.’

When she opened the fridge I saw that it looked quite normal, there was even space in between each item. She poured a glass for me and found some biscuits.

Maybe it was the sound of the fridge door that alerted Picasso. Or the smell of food. He scrambled in, sniffing like a vacuum cleaner. Under the table he nosed every millimetre of Kit’s mother’s bare feet, then sat on them. She bent down sideways to tickle his ears.

‘Kit loves dogs,’ she said.

‘Yes, he draws his grandad’s dog − oh, that’s your dad, isn’t it?’

She frowned, and her face closed. That full stop. So familiar.

‘Is the juice all right? Kit was supposed to get the milk when he went out, but he’s been gone for ages.’ She tapped her fingers nervously on the table. ‘He used to spend a lot of time outdoors, but now he’s always at home. It’s not good for him, I know he worries about me but that makes me worse. I mean, I feel so bad about …’ Her gaze floated around the room, and she trickled to a stop.

‘Mmm,’ I mumbled. I suddenly felt so hot I expected my jeans to start steaming.

In the silence we could hear Picasso’s heavy breathing. I watched the spider climb up the thread and disappear under the hinge of the cupboard.

We both jumped when we heard the front door open.

‘Mum?’

She dropped her glass, looking guilty again, as if she’d been caught trespassing.

 We heard footsteps clumping down the hall, a clatter of falling objects, a muttered swearword. My heart thudded.

Kit came in with his head lowered, eyes trained on the floor to avoid tripping. That must be how he always entered a room here, I thought.

Then he looked up. I had just one second to see his jaw drop and the red flush of his face before Picasso leaped up and hit his head on the seat of the chair. It must have hurt, because the bang was loud, but it didn’t stop him. He made his way through all the stuff to leap at Kit’s knees, whining with ecstasy.

Kit crouched down and the bones of his knees cracked. He kept his face hidden while he patted and tickled Picasso. I could see the hairs on his legs all squishing in one direction, painted flat from Picasso’s wet paws.

When Kit looked up we both spoke at once.

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.

‘Picasso,’ I said. ‘Your mother saved Picasso.’

‘We saved him,’ said Sarah.

I looked at her. Her tight face was wary, but there was something else. Her mouth slowly tucked up at the corner. Cheeky. Shy. She looked so pretty and even younger. Like a little kid proud of surprising the adults.

‘What?’ said Kit.

I waited a second but Kit’s mum wasn’t going to say anything more. So I told him about Mal’s project, and Picasso’s escape into the bush, how he swam across the dam among the white pointers and Sarah employed her Olympic skills to save him.

Kit sat back cross-legged on the floor. Picasso was curled up between his knees, snoring, as if none of this had anything to do with him. Kit looked from me, to his mother, to me again. He’d forgotten to close his mouth. And then his eyes fixed on his mother. Her sharp face softened as she gazed back at him.

‘You’d be surprised how fast I can swim when I need to,’ Sarah said quietly.

Their matching smiles lasted for at least ten seconds, I counted them.
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Kit offered to walk us home. Picasso trotted on his lead between us, but we’d only reached the vacant block next door when he stopped. Kit picked him up and carried him, and Picasso went to sleep in his arms.

‘I still can’t believe it,’ Kit said into the silence.

‘What can’t you believe?’ There were so many things to choose from.

‘Well … you, there, in my house. You saw. You saw it all.’ His face twisted as if he’d tasted something terrible.

‘Yep.’ We were coming to the bridge and for the first time I noticed the long drop to a weir of concrete on the other side. I was glad I hadn’t seen that before.

I waited but he didn’t say any more. He was busy doing a lot of swallowing.

‘I’d rather have a mum who runs to save a dog in her nightie than a mum with a tidy house,’ I said.

The look Kit gave me was worth my first heart attack.

‘She hasn’t been out of that house for a long time − except to a … to stay in a clinic.’

I thought about all the things out on the lawn and the things stacked inside on the floor and how they’d turned the hall into a tunnel instead of a hall.

‘Is she sad?’ I said. ‘Like, all the time?’

He nodded.

Now I tried not to say anything. His eyes looked away over his shoulder full of dog. I deliberately noticed the white star-shaped flowers clustered at the end of the bridge.

‘Flannel flowers,’ he said, following my eyes. ‘Amazingly soft, like winter pyjamas. Touch one.’

‘Oh!’ It was hard to stop running your finger along the snowy petals. ‘That’s the softest thing, soft as Picasso’s chest.’ Or Henry’s cheek.

Kit nodded. ‘I … I haven’t talked about her, the truth, I mean, for a long time.’

‘Not with anyone?’

He shook his head. The multiple swallowing was going on. Our footsteps rang on the bridge.

‘Last time I did, they took me away from her. I didn’t know they’d do that. I just thought someone would come and help us − you know, talk to Mum, help us tidy up. Social services found a foster family for me. The family were nice, but all I did was worry about Mum.’

‘Homesick, gosh, weren’t you?’ I couldn’t help shuddering.

He looked away again. ‘I dunno. I guess so. But mainly I worried about Mum. What she’d do. What she’d eat. It was a relief when she went to the clinic, it really helped her. But that new school for me was … the worst.’

 I tried to imagine it, but I couldn’t, not really. To be taken away from your family. To face bullies, all alone.

He glanced at me, as if wondering if it was safe to go on. ‘Mum turned up at school one afternoon and made a scene. Demanding they “release me”. I wasn’t even there − the principal took care of her, told me she’d had a breakdown. That was before she went to the clinic. Luckily most people had gone home, it was late, but I guess I was always scared she’d do it again.’ Then he grinned suddenly. ‘God, I’d have had to leave the country.’

I smiled with him, but I was thinking about his mother’s sudden appearance at the oval, his shock at seeing her. I thought about the bullies from the ‘worst’ school and from Oatfield, about the name-calling … and my terrible mistake.

‘Kit, I’m so sorry about what happened, you know, with my stupid drawing. It was …’

He nodded, walking faster so that he was just a little ahead of me. The back of his neck had reddened. I didn’t say any more. Maybe you can only talk about one dreadful thing at a time. Maybe you can’t carry them all at once.

I heard him breathe out hard, shifting Picasso to his other shoulder.

 ‘He must be so heavy,’ I said, quickening my pace to catch up. ‘Shall I carry him now?’

‘Nah, he’s good.’ Kit scratched Picasso under the chin.

The moss along the rocks had brightened in the rain, glowing emerald in the afternoon light. Sometimes the bush looked scruffy and sometimes flashy, with drops hanging like pearls from the casuarina needles. It was hard to put it all together, this world that I knew and the world I was learning, here, now.

‘Does your mum stay inside all the time?’

‘Yeah. And she forgets to eat sometimes.’

‘So you cook and shop and … everything?’

‘Mmm.’ He looked at me sharply. ‘It’s not as bad as it sounds. I’m not a bad cook, and we get some help from, you know, welfare benefits and stuff.’ The way his chin set reminded me of his mother’s determined look. ‘And she’s really been making changes lately. It’s hard for other people to understand.’ He closed his eyes for a second. ‘A psychologist from the clinic visits every week, and that’s helping heaps.’

‘But what about your grandad? Why couldn’t he help?’ Then I remembered. I wished I hadn’t blurted that.

Kit didn’t seem annoyed. ‘He does. Help, I mean. He’s always sent some money, and … you know.’

 I didn’t know.

‘It took a mile of phone calls from him and heaps of hanging up from Mum but finally she let me go and live there.’ He took a deep breath, the first full breath of that afternoon. His face untensed. ‘It was so good meeting him. Living with him.’

‘But how did that happen? That trouble between …’

He nodded. It was amazing; it seemed I could ask anything I liked, in multiples and sets of multiples, with no full stop.

‘Mum knew I wouldn’t stay with social services again. And they were so nosy − I guess they were just doing their job, but it felt like this constant sort of threat, for both of us. Mum was making a big effort, trying to sort things, get a job, but then she backtracked. I don’t know why. But she knew she wasn’t coping. And Grandad had been ringing for so long.’

‘And you were more important than any quarrel they had!’ I suddenly felt angry, imagining Kit having to shop and cook all those dinners after school, lie, lead this secret life, and she only had to be a mother to him for everything to be all right.

He flushed. ‘She doesn’t do it on purpose!’

 Then I thought of my mother in her room, trying to smile at me and failing, and I stayed quiet.

The Wang Wei rock ledge was coming into sight now. We exchanged a glance, and both looked away. Picasso stirred and struggled, so Kit put him down.

‘I hope they see each other soon,’ said Kit. ‘Grandad is kind of insisting.’

‘And your mum?’

‘I think she might agree. Well, she’s talking with him on the phone. She’s trying.’

I nodded. ‘Yes, she said she was practising.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Trying to throw out things we don’t need. I mean, she could just keep the beds and couch and fridge and get rid of everything else! She hangs on to stuff for so long, like those things make her feel better or something.’

‘Why don’t they talk? What happened, do you know?’

Kit sighed. We crossed the ledge in silence. Picasso glimpsed a bush turkey scratching in the path below and pulled on the leash.

‘No, you don’t, mister,’ I said, and took the leash from Kit. ‘It doesn’t matter now,’ I told Kit, ‘you don’t have to go into it …’

He looked back at me. It was his mum’s expression, determined. He rubbed his hand over his face. ‘You know how Mum was a teenager when her mother died—’

‘Yes, that would be enough to − I mean, I can’t imagine …’

‘I know, me too. Because even though my mum is so, well, I always knew she’d be around for me. When I was little, it was always just her and me. And it was okay.’

‘But where was your dad?’

He threw back his head for a moment in frustration.

‘Sorry.’

‘No, it’s just I have to …’ He gave me a trying-hard smile. ‘When her mother died, she and Grandad went a little bit crazy. He explained a lot to me when I went up there to live with him − I mean, Mum had told me a bit but he filled in the parts I needed to understand. He said his wife was the best thing that ever happened to him, and every morning when he woke up, he couldn’t wait to see her. Sounds like she felt the same way. When she died, he couldn’t really handle it. He said everything ached so much that his body sort of froze. He couldn’t talk. Couldn’t talk to his daughter about it.’

Kit blinked and a tear hung on his lashes. I felt my own eyes filling. Again.

 ‘Mum didn’t cope either. She must have felt so alone. And angry. I mean, Grandad admitted he didn’t look after her. They just sort of shared the same house. She started going out with older guys, drinking, you know, and ended up with me.’

‘And your … father?’

Kit shrugged. ‘He took off when he heard. Just disappeared. Already married. Grandad was furious, scary furious, Mum said. He reckoned he’d shoot the guy if he came back.’

‘What was his name?’

‘Chris. Chris Heath.’

The tattoo on her shoulder. ‘Have you ever wanted to find him?’

Kit chewed his lip. ‘For a while I thought about it. I was kind of obsessed. But now, I don’t really think about him much. Ever since Grandad …’

‘So, what, did your mum just leave? How did she survive? I mean, with looking after a baby and all?’

Kit plucked off a twig from a bush as we came to the track leading out of the bush. ‘We stayed in Grandad’s house till I was about three. I don’t remember any of it. Or at least I thought I didn’t. When I went back, though, there were some sounds, like wind in the casuarinas and the river … and smells, the wood stove burning, and Grandad’s incense while he paints.’

As we rounded the corner of my street, Picasso began to strain against the leash.

‘I’ll take him,’ said Kit.

‘We’ll give him a bath when we get him home,’ I said. I crouched down to hold his nose in my hand. ‘He’s so stinky. Mud all over him.’ I breathed in his hot damp doggy smell. ‘Please don’t let this be another trauma to mark you,’ I whispered in his ear. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Looks like you’ve got a visitor,’ said Kit.

I stood up and looked across the road.

A white taxi was parked outside our house. The driver got out and walked round to the back. He opened the boot and hauled out a big black suitcase. A silver ribbon was tied to the handle. I recognised that ribbon. The door of the passenger side opened now and a man was climbing out, a grey travel bag slung over his shoulder. He came out onto the road to take the heavy suitcase from the driver. Rumpled white shirt, one sleeve rolled up to the elbow. Dark curly hair, bushy black eyebrows. He was telling the driver something.

‘Dad,’ I said, under my breath.

‘What?’

 ‘Ssh.’ I put an arm across Kit so he wouldn’t move. It was a reflex, like Dad did to Mum in the Toyota when he had to stop suddenly, as if his arm provided an extra seatbelt.

‘Is that your father?’ said Kit.

I nodded. This was like a dream where you have to act quickly to save yourself but you can’t move.

‘Just wait a minute,’ I whispered to Kit.

Such a surprising day, nothing stayed where it was supposed to be. It was as if I was dreaming while I was awake. How could the world be changing so fast?

The driver was getting back in the taxi. We watched him check his side mirror and take off up the street.
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Dad turned to face the house. He stood without moving, as if deciding whether to go in or not. He was like someone waiting for a train that was late, uncertain that it would come.

A strange feeling came over me − I watched myself running across the road to hug him, and I watched myself standing back, as if on a different platform.

The gate creaked as Dad opened it, and clicked behind him.

‘Aren’t you going in to see him?’ said Kit.

‘The last time we talked, Dad and me, I was mean to him. I told him to come home or he wouldn’t have a family.’

 ‘But that’s a good thing,’ said Kit. ‘Your mum needs him.’

‘But his job wasn’t finished. What about the water and the landlords and the vaccines? What if Mum doesn’t want—’

‘It’s going to be all right,’ said Kit.

I could see he meant it. In his voice there was something new. A confidence. It wasn’t a covering-up confidence, not thin like varnish but deeper, almost excited, wondering. I looked at him.

Something invisible passed between us. It flashed like those quartz specks in sandstone, little sparks offering possibilities.

‘Okay,’ I said.

‘I should get going,’ said Kit.

‘Oh no,’ I said. I liked the way he’d said it would be all right. I believed him while he was there. ‘Please stay. Come in with me.’

I took his hand and we crossed the road. His hand was so big and warm. Different to mine. I wanted to go on holding it forever. We’d never held hands before.

‘Picasso will do his stranger freak-out when he sees Dad,’ I said. I was hanging back on the kerb. The paint on our fence had begun to peel around the latch.

 ‘It’ll be all right,’ Kit said again.

We walked down the path to the porch. The back door was open and once his leash was off, Picasso scooted past us into the kitchen, not stopping until he reached my room. He’d be on my bed in his mud coat, I knew it, but I didn’t care. Dad’s big suitcase with the silver bow stood in the hallway. We heard voices from behind the closed door of Mum’s room.

The voices rose and fell like waves in a storm. Angry, crashing waves, drowning lulls.

‘… and why now?’ … ‘I realised we should be …’ ‘Now?’ … ‘But you didn’t even seem to care!’ … ‘You never did see what didn’t suit you.’ … ‘Look I said I was …’ ‘And what did she say to you?’

‘I don’t know what to do,’ I said to Kit. ‘This is awful.’

Kit looked less sure now. ‘Maybe I should go now, really. Leave you to it. This is your family, for you all to work out, I don’t know how things go in families—’

‘No, no! You can’t go.’ I grabbed his hand again. I just had to hold his hand. ‘Can you stay?’

The voices in the bedroom shooshed suddenly, so they must have heard me. The door opened and Dad stepped out, followed by Mum. Dad’s face was red and blotchy, Mum was as pale as the carpet. Her face was so clenched she looked like a different Mum.

Dad held out his arms to me. ‘Frankie!’ Only he called me that.

Something in my chest dissolved, loosening my legs. I tore up the hall. In his arms I took in big whiffs of him, like Picasso with the bandicoot hole. There was his Dad smell, slightly sweaty, and something spicy, a bit of Pakistan maybe. Behind him, Mum choked on something.

Then Dad let me go and we stood facing each other. None of us seemed to know what to say.

Kit stepped into the space between us, putting out his hand for Dad to shake. ‘Hi,’ he said, ‘I’m Kit. Frankie’s friend.’ He managed to grin at me slyly as well as greet Dad. Smooth as glass. Like a grown-up.

‘Oh yes, Kit,’ said Dad gratefully, smiling. His smile was wide, so enthusiastic I saw a parsley leaf from his airline meal stuck between his incisor and front tooth. ‘Nat told me about you. Frankie’s artist friend!’ His smile hung on as he pumped Kit’s hand up and down.

Just then Picasso trotted out of my room. Oh God.

I whipped round to Dad. ‘Ignore him!’ I hissed. ‘Don’t look at him. Pretend he doesn’t exist.’

‘What?’ Dad looked at Kit, bewildered.

 ‘Don’t say anything to him.’ I pointed at Picasso.

‘Oh, the dog!’ said Dad, his brow clearing. He crouched down, his face almost meeting Picasso’s nose. ‘Well, hello, little furry one, pleased to meet you!’

God, what is it with some people − you tell them not to do something and they immediately do it! After an astonished second, Picasso began to bark, teeth bared like a miniature grisly bear.

Dad shot up again, leaping back.

‘You’re lucky he only barked,’ I said. Suddenly I was furious. I didn’t know why, I tried not to be, but I was. The barking bounced off the walls, escalating into an air raid as Picasso made little dashes at him, his jaws open and dripping, as if he was going to eat Dad’s knees. All the lovely safe feeling of being in Dad’s hug left me.

‘I told you!’ I yelled over the war.

Kit bent down and swooped him up, holding him firmly under his bottom so that his paws and head faced away from us, hanging over Kit’s shoulder. Picasso went quiet. It was stunning and ordinary, like turning off a tap. Kit kept him turned away, and backed slowly out the back door, whispering in his ear.

Dad and Mum and I stood awkwardly in the narrow hallway. We were too close and too far apart. Being left to ourselves in the silence was worse. It seemed all three of us were helpless, and for a moment I felt like they were kids too, and didn’t know what to do.

But I didn’t want them to be kids. I wanted them to tell me everything would be all right, I wanted someone to tell me how to feel better. I was sick of having to make decisions, decisions that turned out wrong. I was sick of making mistakes that had to be hidden, messes that ended up changing the world into grey.

I walked down the hallway into the kitchen. Something in me was stretching so tight, like a piece of chewing gum strung out across a distance, and I knew it was going to snap.

Dad trailed after me, with Mum hovering behind as if she was hiding.

I spun around to face them. ‘What are we going to do?’

My voice didn’t sound like mine, but Mum came out of hiding with her arms outstretched. I could have run into them. I could have been held and comforted and made better, but I knew nothing was ever going to get better, I’d keep making mistakes and covering them up, stretching thinner and thinner until I disappeared, the best thing of all.

And then Kit returned from one of his rounds in the garden. And I saw his face. He looked so wonderful, his big hands holding Picasso so gently, so surely. I thought of how in the bush that day, alone, I’d decided it wasn’t safe to ever like anyone that much again. But I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t stop wanting to feel my hand in his. I wanted to be standing right there in the doorway with him, and not be scared.

But how could I? I couldn’t say what was wrong. None of us could say it. Only Picasso could scream and scream and nothing changed.

Mum had taken back her arms and folded them over her chest. She looked stung. Now I’d hurt her more. I didn’t mean to. I just didn’t know what to do.

But I knew something was coming. I’d felt it building as soon as I saw Dad get out of that taxi. I couldn’t hold back the storm much longer.

‘You came home,’ I said to Dad, to crack the silence.

‘Yes.’ Dad cleared his throat and looked at Mum.

‘How … how did you manage to get home so quickly?’ I asked.

‘I told the airline it was urgent. You told me it was urgent.’ His voice sounded angry.

‘I’m sorry.’ I wanted to keep saying sorry for the rest of my life.

 ‘No, no …’ He was running his hands through his hair, as if he wanted to pull it out. ‘I needed to hear it.’

Mum was teary, Dad was crimson. I wanted to scream like Picasso, I wanted to scream my way out of guilty prison.

‘There’s something that happened,’ I blurted. ‘It was my fault.’

‘No, no,’ said Dad. ‘I came home because it was time, over time, overdue …’

‘No, not that. Henry. Henry.’

Mum took in a breath. Like falling off a cliff. The sound of an absence. She put out her hand to me.

‘No, you wouldn’t want to hug me if you knew, you wouldn’t want to even look at me. There’s something that happened at Luisa’s. The day she cut her hand. Henry …’ I closed my eyes as if that could cut out the picture. Henry’s shocked little face. His lashes all pearled with water. His chattering jaw, his goosepimpled legs flopping out of my arms. It would always be there behind my eyes, when I woke up, when I went to sleep, when I dreamed, when I was happy.

‘What is it, Frances?’

‘Henry woke up and he went outside, he went to the pool. I didn’t see … he fell in. In the cold water. The day you left Henry with me. And I didn’t even see. I wasn’t watching.’

‘But what? He was his normal self when—’

‘No, I caught him, yes, but he must have swallowed water, he must have caught cold. He had a shock, he got a shock, a killing shock …’

‘Oh no,’ said Mum.

‘Because, because it was such a little time after that he … he had to go to hospital.’ Hostible, said Henry.

‘Frances, no. It wasn’t like that.’

But I wouldn’t let them tell me. I had to say it and say it and once I’d started I had to keep saying it. My eyes were running, I couldn’t see, and my nose and throat were full of salty water and snot. I was like a Wang Wei waterfall; it went on and on, not even with the little breaks … the words seemed to take forever − not only the event, but all the horror afterwards, the debris washing in with the landslide, broken toys and shoes and sodden drawings and ArtSmart and Peg-words, books and door slams and terrible jagged concrete blocks of silence hurling down, shattering into a billion tiny pieces, never to be put together again.

The silence afterwards. No eyes meeting.

 Mum starting to sob. ‘Oh, Frances.’ She looked at Dad. He was staring at his feet. ‘We had no idea, just no idea you felt like that. That you thought …’ She took a deep breath and something about her clenching jaw made me think of Kit’s mum. That sudden decisive look, the marshalling of courage.

‘We didn’t tell you about Henry’s diagnosis because … well, we didn’t know for a long time, and then we didn’t want you to be burdened with it.’ She smiled angrily, making an angry noise at the back of her throat. ‘But how much worse is this?’ She took another breath and started again. ‘We wanted to shield you from what was ahead. We didn’t know how long …’ She couldn’t finish. ‘This was your childhood too, we thought we could save you from losing it.’ She shook her head.

Dad put his arm around her shoulders. He cleared his throat. The sound was gurgly with the tears in there.

‘That day − leaving Henry, leaving you to, oh, how could I have?’ said Mum.

‘No, Lorenzo was there too, he was seventeen,’ Dad murmured. ‘You thought …’

‘Still, I remember what we were like at seventeen.’

Dad said nothing. He went back to staring at his shoes. His fingers pressed white around Mum’s arm. He was swaying slightly now. I thought he should sit down.

‘The whole world could have blown up back then,’ Mum said, ‘and we’d still be looking at each other. No.’ She shook her head. ‘I did feel uneasy. It didn’t feel right but Luisa was in such a state. The wait was so long in Emergency. I worried about Henry the whole time.’

Mum sat down with a thump. ‘Oh, Frances …’ She looked shocked, like Henry with the cold water, like when you get the worst news of your life. I’d gone and made everything worse − her body mightn’t stand it. But she leaned forward and I could see she was trying to hold herself together to concentrate on something important she had to say.

‘Listen, Frances, I’m going to tell you something we should have shared with you a long time ago. Henry was diagnosed with a very rare blood disorder.’

‘What?’

‘It advanced so quickly. Once we knew, the doctors tried to treat it … There were times he was well and then he wasn’t, but listen to me, Frances. Listen. It was terminal. That dip in the pool made no difference to Henry’s outcome. No difference at all. It had nothing to do with what was already wrong with Henry.’

 I heard the clock on top of the fridge ticking. It was four o’clock. Would it always be four o’clock? I tried to make Mum’s words sink deep into the guilty lake of me. I wanted to see them like purifying crystals in dirty water. I wanted, God, I wanted to feel better.

‘Do you hear me, Frances? That event had nothing to do with what made Henry sick.’

Dad finally looked up. His face was wet. His eyes huge and red. I felt a sob bunching through my throat. I’d only seen my father cry once. When he came home from the hospital.

‘But …’ I was groping for the words. ‘I knew Henry was sick a lot. But I thought that was normal. Little kids are always getting sick.’

Dad came to me and swept me up in his arms like Kit had swept up Picasso. I could hear his heart racing. His voice broke as he cried.

Kit cleared his throat. He put Picasso down on the floor. Over Dad’s shoulder I saw Kit’s shirt was furred with grey curly dog hairs. ‘Better get going now,’ he said. But he didn’t move.

‘Oh!’ said Dad. He put me down and looked at Kit tenderly. ‘Thank you, Kit, for … for being here for Frances.’

 Kit shook his head. His mouth opened and closed, then he gave a wave that took all of us in, and headed off through the front door. Picasso got up to see him out.

Dad turned to me. ‘I should have been here. All this time. Moving house is a huge thing. Especially for us. It meant leaving Henry − the house we’d all lived in together.’ He glanced at Mum. ‘Some things you only realise after the event.’

They gazed at each other, their faces unsteady.

‘We would have done things differently,’ he went on in a tired voice, ‘if we’d understood what was happening to us, if we’d talked to each other. I’m so … so bad at that.’

‘Seems I am, too.’ Mum made a face at Dad. ‘But we couldn’t have changed the worst thing. None of us could.’ She took Dad’s hand.

‘That’s right,’ said Dad. ‘Some things, no matter what you do, no matter how much you love,’ − his voice ran out − ‘no matter how much you love someone, you just can’t save them. You could spend every waking minute trying not to let someone die, and it doesn’t change a thing. Some things in life − you just can’t control.’

Mum let Dad’s hand go and put both her hands on my shoulders. She looked into my eyes until I had to look back at her. ‘Your dad is right. But there are other things, so many other things in life that we can change for the better.’

I tried to nod and keep her gaze, but my head was blazing. I couldn’t set it straight.

‘I might go for a walk around the block,’ I said. ‘Try to think things through a bit.’

I could tell Mum and Dad needed me to be okay now, now that I’d heard the truth. Their eyes told me they wouldn’t be all right if I didn’t act like I was. But I wasn’t all right. I wasn’t. I didn’t know what I was, only that I had to be out in the cool air to stop the burning inside.

‘I won’t go far, ten minutes.’

I ran along the kerb, all the way to the top of the street. My cheeks were wet but I didn’t know I’d been crying. Why didn’t I feel better? Why wasn’t I relieved?

It hadn’t been my fault. They’d said that. Clear as anything. I wasn’t guilty. So why did I still feel so dangerous?

I kept running, my feet slamming the pavement. Everything was the same and everything was different. The world was out of control, like something smoking. I was so light, I was hardly there. Turning the corner, I flew like a cinder past the houses, past the silent trees, up the middle of the street. No cars, no people, just the grey air falling and the yellow light in the windows. People cooking dinner. Families watching television, bathing babies, helping with homework, arguing about bedtimes. As if nothing had happened. Why didn’t I feel better?

At the next corner, a person was sitting on the kerb. Looking this way. At me.

Oh!

I stopped and bent down in front of him, my hands on my knees. From under Kit’s legs Picasso leaped up, licking my fingers, my wet face. I buried my own in his fur. Muddy stink, so lovely.

I sat down on the kerb next to Kit. ‘I thought you’d gone home.’ I didn’t even try to keep the thrill out of my voice. My fingers hooked on Picasso’s fur.

‘I was going to, and then this mutt of yours followed and wouldn’t let me.’ He smiled at me so gently. ‘And well, I wanted to wait and make sure you were all right. Are you?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know how Mum and Dad lived with that, not telling me,’ I whispered. ‘We’re supposed to be a family. I was his sister.’

 ‘They were trying to protect you,’ Kit said. ‘They only did it out of love.’

‘So why does it feel as if, I don’t know, they didn’t trust me, like I’m not part of their family?’

Picasso climbed over my knees into my lap. He settled, then got up again and went to Kit’s. He went back and forth like visiting relatives, leaving damp muddy smears on our jeans.

We watched the sun sinking behind the roofs, the sky changing colour. A rosy pink spread out into lemon and blue, such a tender colour. A sad pink. Everything was so sad. The sky was sad, Kit gazing up at it was sad, his mother was sad, my mother was sad, Dad had cried. What was the point of being on this earth when everything was so sad?

‘Everything’s sad,’ I said.

‘Not everything, always,’ said Kit. ‘See those clouds? Like Chinese temples.’

Gold flared like a lit fuse along the edges of clouds. Some were tall and teased out at the top, flouncing against the sky as it sweetened into orange, as bright and tangy as a tablet of vitamin C.

We turned to smile at each other and Kit hooked my finger in his. A melting feeling spread in my heart. I noticed a callus on his palm, and how our breaths marched miraculously in time. Every second, over and over, little sunrises of wonder kept blooming in me. Wonder at the Chinese temples above, the shaggy paperbarks turning ghostly in the dusk, a magpie coming to sing on a branch. Mostly I noticed how wonderfully fine it felt to be sitting in the gutter with Kit, not wishing to be anywhere else but right inside the greatest show on earth.
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The porch light was on when Picasso and I walked through the gate. Mum and Dad were standing at the door.

‘We were worried,’ said Mum. ‘You okay?’

‘I think so,’ I said, feeling it might soon be true. Picasso barked just once at Dad, then brushed past and trotted down the hall to the fridge.

That night we talked, Mum and Dad and Picasso and I. Picasso didn’t say much, thank heavens. By dinnertime he was used to the Stranger, although he still lifted his lip if Dad came too near.

At dinner − spaghetti − I told him about the mural and the book of Wang Wei and Kit, but not too much because that was private. He said he was glad I was appreciating the local attractions. Then he told us about Pakistan and the story he’d been finishing on the plane. We heard about the struggle over the supply of vaccines and how the vaccine works and then practically the whole history of medicine.

‘What I still don’t get,’ I said, interrupting, ‘is why you want to tell me all this − but you couldn’t tell me about Henry.’

Dad’s face fell. He looked at Mum as if she might have the answer. He was thinking madly, his hair standing up. I felt dreadful then and I was about to say it didn’t matter, when he said, ‘You were eleven years old. We are your parents. We thought you were too young to cope with … we wanted to protect you.’ His eyes filled. ‘I thought you couldn’t possibly process it, your pre-frontal cortex—’

‘If you’d told me, I could have tried to be a better sister. I could have played with him more, not got so impatient …’

‘You were a wonderful sister,’ said Mum. ‘Remember when we went up north?’

‘Henry’s cuwwies,’ said Dad.

‘And you made up stories about magic mummies cooking all over Queensland.’ Mum groaned. ‘You entertained him for days, all those wicked, witchy ingredients you invented, you and he in the back seat.’

I smiled. ‘Have you still got the drawings we did?’

Mum smiled back at me. ‘I do − Henry’s mummies had eight eyes, like spiders.’

She leaned forward across the table to Dad. ‘You know I’m thinking now,’ she said softly, ‘maybe we were trying to protect ourselves, too. Maybe we thought … as long as one of our children was happy, we might be doing something right. Frances was our one sunny spot. Maybe we hung on to that. But it wasn’t right.’

‘Oh Nat, nothing felt right, remember?’ said Dad. ‘I kept wishing for a book to tell me what to do. We didn’t want that for Frances. That last part − oh, terribleness. We just had to wade through it, blundering on, doing what we thought best. That’s all we could do.’

He looked at me then. ‘But we didn’t know what you were living with.’

‘Because we didn’t tell her the truth,’ said Mum.

I nodded. ‘Afterwards, I didn’t really want to know. I could have asked you. But all I wanted to do was shut it out.’

 Mum touched my arm. ‘There were times with Henry, even when Dad and I knew there was something wrong, but times that were truly lovely − you remember, when he’d suddenly crow with delight, or dress up in Dad’s coat and talk to himself so seriously in the mirror? Oh and the cuddles he’d give us. Remember?’ Dad and I both nodded. ‘That’s what I like to think about. Those golden times.’

We were all of us teary, sitting at the table with our elbows touching, but we couldn’t help smiling, a bit like when the sun shines through even when it’s raining.

‘Trouble is, we can’t promise to stop making mistakes,’ Dad said, his eyes filling again.

‘Oh no, you couldn’t help it!’ I said.

He nodded. ‘We’ll all go on making mistakes. That’s living. But I think we’ll be all right if we learn how to talk to each other. And listen.’ He plodded on, his wild eyebrows meeting in the middle. ‘We need to tell each other what’s really going on, wade through the hard parts together.’ He turned to Mum. ‘I’m sorry I … ran away.’

Mum glanced at him, and nodded. But she didn’t look angry anymore. ‘I suppose I did, too. Inside myself. Oh, Frances!’

 ‘I’m so sorry,’ Dad said again, to Mum.

‘Me too,’ said Mum, and they both looked at me.

Dad grabbed me again as Mum stood up and came over too, and we hung on to each other as if together we could make a raft from a shipwreck. I looked at the photo of little Henry. Mum caught my eye and held it.

‘Henry would have loved this moment,’ she said. ‘He’d be happy we were looking after each other. Not letting any bad Banksia men into the cracks.’

‘Snugglecuddles,’ I said.

‘Whatamelon,’ said Dad.

Mum closed her eyes, tears squeezing out from under the lids. ‘See, he is here, because we’re sharing him. We’re remembering him together. Holding him close.’

‘And we always will,’ said Dad. He turned to me and said into my hair, ‘You told me to come home.’ He said it gratefully, as if I’d done something important.

‘And you did,’ I said back to him.
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I woke up before dawn, before Picasso. Sitting up in bed, I watched shadows dissolve with the creep of light. Sun spilled in lemon pools under the curtains. Today would be different. I would lay out each thing that happened yesterday when the world had changed, see each thing as clear and distinct as shells in the sand.

But there were too many things to feel. You can’t control everything … We wanted to protect you … they love you … we’re holding him close. Snatches of sentences, like loose threads, flapped in my mind.

There was this. Dad had come home. Mum was glad that Dad had come home. Kit and I were close. Picasso had stopped barking at the Stranger.

 Then I came to the worst and best bit.

I hadn’t killed Henry.

I winced in the quiet, feeling around in my mind. It was like picking at a scab. Or pulling stitches from a stab wound. It hurt. Henry was still gone.

Sadness drifted in like a cold front. It didn’t feel like my own. It felt like Mum’s weather and Dad’s too, and there was the little ghost of Henry walking off into his own life, the one he didn’t get to have. My face was wet again. Picasso objected to all the convulsions of my chest and growled. Then he thought he’d better wipe my chin with his tongue. I didn’t mind. I went on watching Henry walk away and tried to catch up with him, but I couldn’t. He was vanishing, even his ghost, and he was never coming back. I cried into the pillow and after a while I realised it felt good to wet the pillow, to release the Pacific Ocean inside me, to heave and gulp and let go.

After a while, I heard Dad get up. There was the heavy thump of his footsteps, the slide of his slippers that were too big for him as he crossed the cork floor of the kitchen. I heard him running water into the kettle for Mum’s cup of tea, the click of its switch turning on, the beginning of his whistling songs from Saturday Night Fever. I knew he was doing the moves as he waited for the water to boil. I grinned in the grainy light. I couldn’t help it. Dad did that when he was happy.

I liked every sound. I felt better with each of them, lying in my bed with Picasso under my arm. There was even the pop-up of the toaster, the opening and closing of the fridge. Mum was going to get a Dad-breakfast in bed. I liked the sound of his trooping back up the hall, and the bedroom door closing behind him. The sound of Mum’s laughter. He was probably still doing the moves.

Today was our big day. Kit’s and mine. Our mural would be the star. A bolt of nervousness shot up my chest. Nervous or excited? I wasn’t sure. Last night, when I told Dad about the big assembly being held today, he asked if he could come.

‘Of course, that’s what I’m doing, inviting you and Mum. All the parents will be there for the unveiling. Maybe even the Mayor will show up. But don’t worry, it won’t be starting early,’ I added quickly when Dad’s red eyes widened. ‘The ceremony is at midday, so you can sleep in.’

Now I bounded out of bed. Too much energy was flooding through me. Picasso bounded after me, and we chased each other into the kitchen. I made my breakfast and gave Picasso his. I had a shower and got dressed. Then I diddled around, playing tug-the-teddy with Picasso.

‘What do you think Kit is doing now?’ I asked him. ‘Do you think he’s up yet? Do you reckon he’ll be at school early, too?’

Picasso only shook the teddy at me. If we played tug-the-teddy the whole day, it would never be enough for him.
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Outside, the morning was lacy with crystals − sparkling on blades of grass, dripping from leaves. It must have rained overnight, rinsing the air clean. Even the weather knew it was our special day. I marched up the road, pushing up the sleeves of my jumper. The sky was clear and blue and although a cool breeze flurried the tips of trees, you could tell it was going to be a warm day.

I dawdled from the bus to the school gates. White bunches of jasmine clustered like stars over a fence, sending out little pockets of perfume. A curly dog yapped at me through the gaps and as I bent down to say hello, I breathed in lungfuls of sweetness.

 Just inside the school gates I waited for Kit. Then I wandered around the quadrangle, into the library, the Art room. No Kit. He must be sleeping in, I decided. I didn’t want to think anything else. I went back to wait in the library until it was time to go into class.

When the bell went for recess and we all filed out, I dodged the queue and hurried to the front gate. It felt better to look out for Kit there − I’d see the first sign of him like raindrops before a storm.

The bell went again for class but I didn’t go back. A teacher saw me and motioned for me to hurry up. I turned and started to walk back but as soon as she rounded the library corner, I headed down to the mural.

As I walked, a weird kind of dread and longing came over me. As if something was going to happen. I didn’t know what, but I felt it under my feet, a kind of tremble that went all the way up my legs and into my heart − maybe like animals did before an earthquake. I’m sure I would have howled or shivered if I’d been Picasso. The asphalt under my feet didn’t feel solid, the air was more alive, stinging and cooler on my arms even though I was sweating slightly. Something was going to happen when I returned to the mural, our picture, something I couldn’t imagine.

 I walked the length of the Science building, past the labs and the lilly pilly tree. Pink flowers like pompoms frothed among the leaves, and I wondered how I hadn’t seen them before. As I rounded the corner of the woodwork room, the wall of the mural came into view.

Three people stood facing the mural. I could only see their backs, but one of them I knew as well as my own. Hair curling over his collar, long lanky body, head leaning to one side as he studied the painting in front of him. I stopped where I was, and watched.

The tall grey-haired man took a step closer to the mural. He craned forward, giving it his whole attention. Dressed in a dark-blue suit, his scuffed brown boots planted on the ground, only his head moved as he scanned the wall. Minutes passed. Never taking his eyes from the wall, he folded back the sleeves of his jacket, as if getting ready for action. In the quiet I heard the persistent squeak of a hungry baby myna bird annoying its mother. My foot went to sleep and I tried to scrunch and release my toes inside my shoe without making any noise.

And then, the man turned.

High jutting forehead, deep-set eyes, one grey and one gold, glittering in the morning light. Grandad.

 ‘Crikey!’ he said to Kit, and a whole lot more I couldn’t hear, his eyes vanishing into his smile as he swung back again to the painting.

Kit moved up to stand beside him, and I didn’t need to be quiet anymore because nothing could have distracted them from that spot. Heads bent together, Grandad’s only an inch above Kit’s, they were deep in discussion. Their voices were low, I couldn’t catch what they said, but Grandad was pointing at the painting, the house, the river, the sky.

Sarah hung back, shifting her weight from one foot to the other so that she was almost rocking. Her broad shoulders and thin arms bunched under the sleeves of her shirt. She hugged herself tightly, as if every muscle in her arms had to fence in whatever was going on inside her. She rocked there on her spot, as her father and son stood together.

Then Grandad beckoned to her. She darted forward, and Kit and Grandad made a space between them. She stood quietly, facing the painting, listening, and slowly her hands moved up behind their backs, inch by inch until she had one arm around each of their waists. They stood like that, heads close together, and I had a sudden feeling this must be like people praying at church.

 Somehow it didn’t feel right to be watching any longer, and I began to walk backwards. But maybe the movement caught Kit’s eye because suddenly he broke out of the huddle.

‘Hey,’ he said. His face was shattered with smiling. I had never seen him like this. His eyes and teeth flashed, and his hair shone, feathery and mussed in the slight breeze. He must have washed it this morning. There was an excited ping in all his movements. He took my hand. ‘Come and meet … Grandad!’

He didn’t let go of my hand. Oh, it was so lovely. I felt mine wrapped up in his, safe. It helped for the next bit.

‘Well, hello, Frances,’ said Grandad. ‘Are you responsible for this too?’ He said it the way a policeman might talk to a criminal, and for a moment I was stunned. Kit poked him in the ribs.

‘Guilty as charged,’ I said, and they laughed.

Grandad grinned. ‘I’m glad Kit’s got an accomplice.’

Kit’s mum glanced at him and shook her head. But her eyes were shining like Kit’s.

‘Kit tells me you paint figures from your dreams,’ said Grandad. ‘That’s interesting. I like this one.’ He looked back at my moleish figure. ‘This holds it all together.’

 I could feel my cheeks boiling as he stared at me. His gaze was so intense, I felt he could see into my head, as if he could see everything I was thinking. I looked back at the painting.

It was a shock to see it again, after everything that had happened. These days that were like dreams themselves. The green wellies, the tummy thrust out under the coat, the straw hat on the moleish, wombatish head. It was Henry. It was so utterly, completely Henry. He hadn’t gone. He would always be here, on this wall, in my head, in my heart, in whatever I painted. I looked down at my shoes, the feelings too new and private. But when I looked up again, the sides of my rib cage expanded so that it felt like the first deep breath I’d taken for two years.

Kit squeezed my hand. ‘It was all Wang Wei’s fault,’ he told Grandad. ‘He started it. We painted our favourite places around here, like he did.’

Grandad nodded. ‘Good to see old Wang is still teaching the Wei.’ His voice was gruff but you could see he was pleased. ‘At least I did something right,’ he muttered to his boots.

‘Mum? You okay?’ Kit caught hold of his mother’s sleeve. She’d started to sway again. Agitated.

 ‘That,’ she burst out suddenly, tapping at Henry on the wall, ‘that’s how I’ve always felt.’ The sadness in her voice was so heavy you could almost put your arms out to catch it.

No one said anything. Kit’s ears turned red. His mother’s eyes were welling. Grandad cleared his throat but no words came.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked her.

‘Alone. See how he’s all alone?’ She touched his feet standing on the grassy bank, and her fingers traced the two dark lines of the path I’d added, the path that led to the bright welcoming lights of the little house. In the yellow squares of light you could see people dancing.

‘See, they’re all inside and I’m outside, looking in. Like he is.’

Grandad took her shoulders and drew her to him. I had one glimpse of her surprised face before she let him. Her shoulders dropped and her arms drooped to her sides till she was being held with no more will than a package.

Kit and I watched, then looked away. Kit gulped. I sneaked a look back and Grandad’s chin was resting on the crown of his daughter’s head. They both seemed content that way.

 ‘Hey, Frankie,’ said Kit. His cheeks were wet. He wiped the wet as if it was just a nuisance, like a spot of rain. He didn’t care I could see it; he wasn’t trying to hide. ‘Your figure isn’t alone, not really.’

‘How’s that?’

‘Look. Have a good look behind him.’

I stepped up to the mural. But I couldn’t get over Henry. It was a shock each time I looked at him. Maybe that was why I hadn’t seen what Kit had done. Camouflaged by the tall she-oak next to Henry was another figure. Its tan and black markings, its long neck and gangly legs almost melted into the mottle of light and shade. But now I could see clearly, poking around the trunk, its long lashes and little horns on fire, the unmistakable face of a giraffe.
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Do you think I could ever forget that morning? Those twenty-seven minutes with Kit and his family? The things that were said and not said, the way everything looked and sounded? Nothing beat that. Not even when the Mayor came, gliding in with his gold chains glittering round his neck like an emperor, not even when Ms Sutar praised the mural as ‘extraordinary’ and the principal said she’d be waiting for her invitation to our art exhibition one day, even when the school gave us a prize of two hardback books with glossy colour plates, one of Van Gogh for Kit and the other of famous painters from the Italian Renaissance (with a special section on the Plague) for me.

After the speeches when everyone had finished clapping, Dad kept going. Mum had to put her hands over his to remind him to stop. It was so embarrassing when people turned to look. But at least Mum had trimmed his facial hair.

‘This is my mum and dad,’ I told Ms Sutar when she came over.

‘I never would have guessed,’ she said, smiling.

She was still with us when Kit steered his family towards us. Ms Sutar helped with the introductions, asking Grandad about Wang Wei and his Chinese scrolls. Dad got interested too, his hair springing up under its gel, and soon they were immersed, swapping their art facts. Mum and Sarah strayed over to the peppercorn trees. They were talking together quietly. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I caught Mum pointing at Kit and exclaiming with her hands, and Sarah leaning towards her as if she couldn’t get enough, her face glowing with that shy proud smile.

The crowd thinned as parents left to go back to work and kids scoffed the last of the lamingtons. I watched Kit wander off, heading for the sausage rolls lingering on the trestle table near the benches. Miguel was approaching across the quadrangle. His eyes were fixed on Kit but suddenly he stopped, swinging round to beckon to someone. Hovering, a few paces away, was Brent.

Miguel turned back to Kit. ‘Congrats,’ he said. ‘That’s some piece of art you painted, my friend.’

I inched closer to hear.

Kit looked over at me. ‘Mmm,’ he began, his mouth full of sausage roll. But he gave up saying anything more as a shower of crumbs landed on Miguel’s shirt. ‘Shhorry.’

Miguel grinned. Turning to Brent, who had come to stand beside him, he raised one eyebrow. I couldn’t help wondering if Miguel had practised this stylish move or if it was a lucky genetic gift. (I’d tried and failed.)

‘Brent wants to say something to you,’ Miguel said to Kit.

Silence.

‘Me too,’ said Sam, arriving at Brent’s side, red-faced from running.

 ‘He hasn’t said it yet,’ Miguel pointed out.

More silence. We all heard Brent take a breath and let it out.

‘So yeah then,’ he mumbled. ‘Kit. Sorry for, you know.’

We waited.

Was that it? A mini hurricane rose up inside me. ‘Sorry for defacing our mural, for a start—’ I hissed.

Brent looked at me. ‘Yeah, for that.’ He glanced back down at his shoes.

‘And,’ said Miguel.

Brent peered around, waiting for someone to say it. No one did.

‘And for,’ he took another breath. ‘You know, being such a jerk.’

‘Me too,’ said Sam.

Kit swallowed his sausage roll. ‘Thanks.’

‘And we hope you join the team next year,’ added Miguel.

Kit gave him that quick smile of his and Miguel clapped him on the shoulder. Brent’s locked knees loosened and he cuffed Kit’s other shoulder while Sam broke out into a big laugh that I swear started the kookaburras having hysterics in the peppercorn trees.
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After school Kit and I caught the bus home together. On the way I confessed I couldn’t quite believe nothing had gone wrong today.

‘Look out, it’s only three-thirty,’ Kit said, making a Frankenstein face, his tongue hanging out sideways as if he was being strangled.

It took me a while to laugh and then I couldn’t stop. Tears came and I didn’t know if I was laughing or crying. Sometimes you just don’t know. Before yesterday, before this week, if you’d asked me what happiness was, I’d have said it was not-terribleness. Now I might aim for something more.

Later that afternoon we took Picasso for a walk to Peggy’s. We wanted to tell her about our day, and show her the books. When we reached the reserve, we heard a high yapping bark. It set Picasso off too and he pulled on the leash so that we were all running up the grass.

Even before we reached it, we could tell where the yapping was coming from. In the garden, at the bottom of the steps, Peggy was throwing a ball for a tiny black dog. At a safe distance, at the top of the steps, stood Mal.

 ‘Bring Picasso in,’ Peggy called, as if a new dog in her garden was absolutely normal. ‘I’ll introduce them.’

As Kit opened the gate, I glanced up at Mal. He was slowly moving down a step, holding his hands out in front as if undecided whether to ward something off or to catch it.

And then I couldn’t look at anything else but that dog. It was just the cutest thing! Short little legs, long droopy ears, the sleekest shiniest black fur. I bent down low to offer her my hand and her little pink tongue kissed my chin, cheeks, every bit of bare skin she could find.

Kit still had Picasso on the leash near the gate.

‘You can let him go now,’ Peggy told Kit.

Maybe Picasso had taken in the size and friendliness of the dog, because he’d stopped barking. We watched him race for the steps and stop short, his tail doing the hula. One paw raised in the air, as if too surprised to move, he let the puppy dance all around him, nosing at his neck and chin until finally, as if he’d suddenly solved a tricky problem, he leaped up and raced around the garden, looking back to see if the dog was coming with him.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Isn’t she gorgeous?’ Peggy’s eyes shone. ‘She answers to Loulou. We found her online; her owner had to move away.’ She glanced back at Mal. ‘I never would have found her if not for Mal. He drove me all the way to the Blue Mountains to see her.’ They exchanged a smile. ‘She seemed so glad to meet us. And imagine, Mal was secretly preparing for her − he’s made her the most beautiful bed! Come and see − oh, what’s that you’re carrying?’

And so we began to tell her about our remarkable day and Mal came all the way down to the bottom step, his arms no longer on guard. When I showed Peggy my book, and we came to the Plague, my eyes flicked to the picture of a rat peeping out from under a cart. But I let him go his way and I went mine, off into the melting that was happening inside me. The feeling was welling up, spilling over, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. If the feeling had arms it would be hugging all the people in that garden, the happy dogs and the holiday palm tree and the long free grass waving in the wind. And just for that moment, on that golden afternoon, I knew anything could happen, good or bad, and it would be all right with my hand in Kit’s where it belonged.
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