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For Martin

Prologue

______

‘What’s the worst thing you’ve ever seen?’

The voice was tight, whining, hysterical.

‘I’m sorry?’ said Paul. He lowered the phone and looked again at the screen. Just a number. This person was not in his contacts.

‘What’s the worst thing a person could do?’

‘Who is this?’ But he thought he knew.

‘Paulie. Help me. Please. Help …’

The connection was broken. A few minutes later there was a text message:

Fri, 11 Mar 1.16 am
Paul its Treen. Help me please please. Now urgent really really
come now 52 Cooper St Mo

He sighed and went to tell John.

Two in the morning and moonless. Just sickly street light. Paul and John got out of their car and went to stand at the end of the driveway of 52 Cooper Street. The house was tiny. It was exactly the same as all the other houses in the street except that it was next to some kind of yard. Through a wire fence they could see storage sheds and piles of wood and iron. There was a faint odour, oil or some chemical.

At the house, lights were on. There was a lot of noise coming from it, crashing electronic music, and over that the sound of shouting.

‘Call the police,’ said John.

John hadn’t been in Hobart very long. He didn’t know there were places like Mornington, and Paul had tried not to tell him about Treen. Paul wouldn’t have told him tonight, and definitely wouldn’t have come, but John had taken the phone and read the text. He had said, ‘What sort of monsters are we?’

But he didn’t understand. About people like this.

‘You stay there,’ said Paul. But John followed him.

As they started down the driveway, the music stopped suddenly, leaving a ringing silence. There was a blast of sound, quickly cut off again, and then a wild shriek that might have been laughter or rage.

Now someone started shouting. The voice was high-pitched and frantic. It was punctuated by a deeper one – short, sharp, angry sounds, three or four syllables at a time. Then there were a lot of voices all yelling at once, and some scraping, scuffling sounds, and some thuds.

‘Paul. Call the police.’

Four young guys came out of the house. Paul and John stepped out of the way. Apart from some mumbled swearing, the guys were hardly speaking. They kept looking behind them and shoving at each other. As they went past, one of them grabbed John by the chest and leaned into him. ‘Do you want this? Hey, ’sa fucken Asian … faa … Woodsy!’ He looked around to show his friends, nearly fell, grabbed at John’s shoulder, pressed back into him. ‘Do you want some? Fucken … want …’

One of his friends pulled him away.

Inside the house, there was one final anguished scream. It broke into a series of high yelps and then, as if someone had seen Paul and John coming towards the door, it stopped. There was a crash of wood and metal. A lot of heavy things had been knocked down. Then silence.

A man came out of the door. He was tall with very straight shoulders and a big bush of hair sticking out over his forehead.

He said, ‘Oh, here they come.’ He shoved at Paul and went up the driveway.

In the front hall the smell was sharper, chemical, like turps but dirty. The carpet and walls were darkened by rubbed-in grime. On the left there was an open door and a bedroom, with a woman asleep. Youngish by the shape of her, curled up on a slumping bed, her back to the door. Across the corridor, in the lounge room, they could see bottles and cans and greasy wrappers scattered everywhere, a couch lying on its back and, in the corner, a television, a table and some chairs all piled together. Above the pile there was a hole in the wall. Treen was in another corner, sitting on the floor with her head down and her hands over her hair. Near her, on the floor, there was a phone. Paul squatted by her.

‘Treen?’

She moved her hands outwards and looked up, but not at him. She focused on the pile of furniture and the wound in the wall. Her hands stayed curled in the air beside her face.

It was four years since he had seen her. Katrina, Kat, Kattie, Treenie, Treen. She had kept changing her name, had come to rest on the ugliest. And she was an uglier version of herself, too, although that could have been the greenish light, or whatever she had taken. Her face was puffy, rubbery. She had a swollen eye, a bruise, not yet black. And there was dark eye make-up smeared everywhere, so that he couldn’t tell what was paint and what was injury. Her whole face was like that, Paul thought. The lines were blurring. She was a form fading into background. Roland had drawn her like this once, in smudged charcoal. Maybe he had seen it in her, all those years ago.

He didn’t want to touch her. ‘Treen.’

She straightened her fingers and then relaxed them again. ‘What’s the worst person you’ve ever seen?’

A young woman appeared from somewhere – plump, squeezed into orange polyester, with teased hair piled behind a rag and big Amy Winehouse eyes. She ran over to Treen and started pulling at her.

‘Care for him.’ She picked up Treen’s phone and then put it down again. ‘He’s yours. Care for him.’

Treen whispered, as if hoping the girl might not hear her. ‘Help me, Paulie. Paulie, help me. Get Roland for me. Help me, get Roland.’

John came in through a door at the back of the room. He was carrying a pale towel with blood on it. He said, ‘Paul.’

At this door there was a different smell. Damp, something rotting. John already had his phone to one ear. He said to Paul, ‘Get a blanket. Keep him still. Don’t do anything.’

But Treen was standing behind Paul. She grabbed at his shoulder and said, ‘I don’t know. I don’t.’

John walked away, talking into the phone.

Paul tried to go through the door to the back of the house, but Treen got in his way. Her mouth was a crooked gash, bloodless in a bloodless face. Her clothes smelt sour. She was whispering. ‘Paulie Paulie Paulie. Don’t, I don’t …’ Her eyes looked dark, even the whites, as if all the black colour, all the bruising, had leaked through into the eyeballs.

She came nearer, put a hand on him. ‘What’s the worst thing you’ve ever seen?’

Chapter 1

______

There was something hard in the middle of the lawn. Veronica was walking there, heading up from painting the camellias and the stone wall at the bottom of the garden. She heard a tiny sound at the low gate and, when she turned to look, she trod on the hard thing, stumbled and fell to the ground.

It wasn’t a bad fall, as these things go. She had time to throw her easel and the field box clear, and she managed to twist sideways so that her head missed the stones edging the fish pond. The twist sent a shooting pain up her left side, but this didn’t matter. Fifty-eight and falling over – shooting pains were to be expected. She lay still, smelling dead leaves and water, and paint from the open box. Through blades of grass she could see a silver tube, its black and white label, the band of clean, warm, carnival yellow. She rolled onto her back.

Alan would have sneered at this, if he had still been here. The kids would have laughed. If they had still been here. They would have laughed with that mix of embarrassment and exasperation they reserved only for her. But they would have also been reassured by the fact that she hadn’t changed. Yes, she would have heard all that in the sound of the laugh. If they had been here.

This morning Veronica had been thinking a lot about absence – people who have left, the spaces between things.

Against the sky, the pine branches were charcoal, edged with smoky green. Usually, when she looked at her trees, they were flicking around in a northerly or a sea breeze. Today they were heavily, quietly still. Between them, the sky had a high veil of cloud, textured, but too far away to get a focus on, so that it seemed to be constantly pulling away, thinning and lightening and lifting up, as if it was making way for something.

Something coming. She hadn’t heard the forecast but you could feel the approach.

That idea made her prop herself on her elbows and look at the gate again. The sound had been stealthy, metallic, the scrape of the old latch.

But there was no-one at the gate. And it wasn’t as if there was anywhere to hide. There was nothing growing down there because of the scraggy old cypresses that threw black shade and acid and killed everything underneath. Besides, the idea was absurd – someone sneaking in and hiding in the bushes. Whatever she thought she had heard, she had imagined it.

But there was something hard in the middle of the lawn. She looked over there and saw a stone, smooth and white, and large, the size of a softball. Where could that have come from? Twisting around she could see only the empty house and the garden.

The truth was, that feeling, that she was missing things, had been with Veronica a lot lately. She was constantly plagued by it – a sense that there was something she should be seeing, something at the corner of her vision, that vanished as she turned towards it. Partly it was about her painting. She knew that no matter how closely she looked at her plants, how carefully she imitated what she saw, always, in that immeasurable space between the world and the page, something was lost.

But it was more than that, and it felt important. She lay back down again. The felted wool of her tunic was not waterproof. She could feel the cold of the lawn pressing upwards, and wetness was only a matter of time. But this needed to be examined. She squinted at the high cloud, tried to focus, lost it, closed her eyes.

When she opened them, Lesley was standing over her, a smooth head silhouetted against the white. ‘I parked in the street. There’s a great pile of prunings blocking the driveway.’

Veronica sat up. ‘Sorry.’ In conversations with Lesley that was often her first word.

‘What are you doing?’ Lesley was wearing what she always wore when working in her gallery – a fine merino dress in sophisticated stone grey and a clever necklace from one of the current ranges. Over it she had a charcoal coat and a cashmere scarf. She was four years older than Veronica, particular about skin care, always perfectly groomed. Now she was looking at the things on the lawn. ‘Are you painting again?’

‘I don’t –’

‘Now, don’t you dare stop doing your little drawings. We’d feel so deprived.’ Lesley sold Veronica’s cards at her counter and she could never help being condescending about it.

Veronica said, ‘I thought you were busy setting up the new space.’ ‘Oh, I am. We are.’

‘Is everything OK?’

‘Heavens.’ Lesley gave her wide rueful smile. ‘You’re going to think I’m an idiot.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘It’s Paul, of course.’ She locked her hands in front of her, pressed them against her stomach. ‘Vee. What else would it be?’

Veronica didn’t like it when Lesley called her ‘Vee’. Something about the level of intimacy. They had known each other for twenty-four years, since the birth of Lesley’s son Paul and Veronica’s son Roland. The boys had been together in playgroups and preschools and they had been intensely close since they were five. The parents had been thrown together. And now that the boys were grown and gone, Lesley and Veronica still saw each other.

‘It’s not important. I can see I’m interrupting.’ Lesley started picking imaginary dirt off a sleeve, fastidious flicking movements. ‘I just thought you might have seen him.’

‘Paul?’

‘Now that I’m here it seems ridiculous.’

‘It’s not ridiculous.’ She had to do a lot of this with Lesley.

‘It’s just that he’s been peculiar lately, very … distressed.’ It sounded as if she had rehearsed that word. ‘And look, we both know he can get into states, but this is worse. Something has really upset him. It’s been going on for over a month. And, of course, whatever it is, it’s bound to end up being my fault. I don’t have to tell you.’ She gave a pained sigh. There was a Catholic background here, a remnant belief in the virtue of suffering. Her tone was set at a level that would remind Veronica of all the trouble Paul had caused over the years, the sacrifices Lesley had made.

Veronica was still sitting on the ground, with Lesley looming over her, but it was going to take a bit of a heave to get herself to her feet, and that would only make this conversation take longer. There’d also be an implied invitation for Lesley to come inside. She decided to stay where she was. ‘What’s it about?’

‘Well, of course he isn’t being clear. There’s some enormous secret. Nothing new there. He keeps talking about the past, the walks we had on the mountain and all those funny place names: the Lost World, the Devils Throne, the Sphinx. And the Slipping Place. Remember that?’ She looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘Anyway, I’m just trying to head it off, whatever it is, before it starts to affect the gallery.’

Lesley saw things clearly and simply. Whatever was wrong with Paul was not important except as the cause of bad behaviour that would affect the running of her business. Lesley was like that: controlled, neat, careful, modest in ambition. Everything Veronica should be.

‘And today he’s just vanished. I’ve got the display-stand man coming at noon to talk about his posts.’ They were opening a new floor in the gallery in a few weeks’ time. There would be a ceremony, full of the worst of the Sandy Bay crowd, Paul’s pretentious friends, and his supercilious boyfriend, John, all of them hoeing into canapés and pinot gris. ‘Well, there’s no point in me talking to a welder, is there? I just wish Paul would answer his phone.’

‘I haven’t seen him for months.’

At school Roland and Paul had spent all their time together. As often as they were allowed, they had stayed at each other’s houses. When they were nine they had created a kind of fantasy in which they were related, calling themselves third cousins once removed. But now they scarcely saw each other. Roland lived on the mainland.

‘You think it’ll get easier as they grow up but it doesn’t, does it?’ Lesley’s cheeks had become thinner, so that these days her wide mouth looked as if it was drawn back at the corners, her skin stretched tight over the cheekbones. She started rubbing her hands together, hard, as if the skin was irritated.

Veronica tried to think of something that would help, or at least make her go away.

But Lesley was looking at the house now. ‘I see Mr Thing hasn’t bothered to turn up.’ This wasn’t sympathy. More an accusation. She shook her head. ‘These big Davey Street places. People think they’re the best houses in Hobart, but they need so much work, don’t they?’

They both looked at Veronica’s house, large and shabby, grey stone, with peeling window frames and broken mortar. There was scaffolding across the driveway side and the wall behind the old verandah was covered in skeleton stains where ivy had been ripped down. Next to the steps a piece of lattice had been pulled off, leaving a hole. The sight of it made Veronica feel dizzy. It wasn’t just the house. It was something to do with the broken lattice, the black space there. For some reason it made her remember Alan’s face as he had left, the way his eyes slid away, that blank expression he sometimes got that made her imagine she could hear someone screaming.

‘That man.’ Lesley was talking about the builder, not Alan. ‘People take advantage of you, Vee. You can never see them for what they really are.’

Veronica looked back up, her neck protesting at the angle. Lesley was right, of course. Veronica had always spent too much time looking at the natural world, at lines, colours, light. She missed everything important about people, everything that was meant, everything that was felt. Her mother had said that about her, and then, as her children grew, they had said it too.

Lesley’s clothes threw a greyish tinge up onto her face. ‘I’m making a start on writing that monologue for the gallery opening. I hope you’re still all right for Friday.’

‘Yes.’

‘You helped so much last time. You know how stressed I get, with the terror of the blank page.’ Lesley pulled a horrified face and then smiled. ‘And it is fun, isn’t it? Working together.’

Veronica winced and quickly smiled to hide it. For her, helping Lesley with writing projects was a way of keeping in touch. The two women had very little in common, and yet at one time they had been important to each other. She felt a duty to find some way of spending time together. ‘Oh, yes. I –’

‘Paul thinks this one should be based on The Portrait of a Lady of all things. You know? The book. He wants me to write about one of the women in it. Madame Merle.’ Lesley shrugged, meaning she had never heard of the character. ‘He’s even dug out an old drawing of Roland’s.’

‘Roland?’ At the sound of his name Veronica experienced the usual complex set of reactions: a softening, an alertness, an urge to laugh, impotent rage. Roland.

‘He drew a lot of book characters, didn’t he. Remember that phase? Well, somehow Paul has one of this Merle woman. He presented it to me as if it was some enormous treasure.’ Lesley gave a pained smile. ‘He’s being ridiculously intense about the whole project. It’s almost as if it had some other significance. Although they’re probably right. The monologue could be crucial to the opening. Set the right tone of … seriousness.’

‘They?’

‘Still, we’d do anything for our boys, wouldn’t we? And Paul likes to think of me doing creative things. He thinks it will enrich my life. Make me more … worthy, or something. More creative. More like you.’

‘Oh, that’s not –’

‘No matter. That’s just the way it is. But I hope you’re still able at least to come and give me some pointers.’

Lesley bent down, picked up some of the paint tubes and put them carefully in the box, then straightened again. Her hair stayed in its perfect curves. Without looking at Veronica she said lightly, ‘And you don’t know where Paul is? Roland hasn’t said anything? I mean, it’s as we used to say – whatever they’re in, they’re in it together. These dreadful boys.’

These dreadful boys. Lesley had used that phrase on another occasion, years ago, when Paul and Roland had been caught with a bottle of bourbon, roaring Gordon’s Range Rover around a paddock in Coningham. She had been present through all the boys’ – what was it she called them? – scrapes: the broken bones, the speeding fines, the joints on the Domain, the failed exams, the wild girls. That poor distraught girl, rejected by both of them. What had her name been? And yes, Veronica did remember the Slipping Place – that strange, disturbing piece of behaviour, both of them with blood running down the sides of their faces, eyebrows bruised in exactly the same place. Neither of the mothers had known what to make of that day.

So yes, those dreadful boys. Veronica’s friendship with Lesley was based on a long history of shared difficulties.

Lesley said, ‘Roland hasn’t said anything about a child, has he?’ ‘A child?’

‘One who was hurt?’

‘What?’

‘Never mind. I just thought he might have been here, that’s all.’ ‘Roland’s still in Kandina.’

‘Oh, yes. I know. I mean on the phone.’ Lesley’s eyelids lifted and fell. ‘Oh, don’t pay any attention to me. All this nonsense.’ There was a dimple that appeared high on her left cheek, right up near the circles under her eyes. It meant the smile was forced against something else: sadness, or anxiety.

‘What exactly did Paul say that worried you?’

‘He didn’t. I don’t know. He says things to goad me, and then, if I ask questions, he won’t explain. It’s a game he plays. I should refuse to participate.’

Veronica pushed up and manoeuvred onto her knees. It looked as if an invitation was going to be unavoidable. ‘Come to the house. I’ve got some … Just give me a minute.’ She knelt forwards and started picking up the paints. Water soaked her knees.

Lesley came around in front of her and stood looking down. There were damp stains on the edges of her Italian shoes but she must not have noticed. ‘No, look, I should just get on. I’m an idiot even to be here.’

And now, as she always did, Veronica found herself pitying Lesley, the silly fernickety vanity, the vulnerability that lay beneath. ‘Paul will turn up. I’m sure he’s just as keen to get the jewellery displayed properly as you are. Just give me two seconds …’ She gathered up the last of the brushes and started trying to arrange it all so that the field box could be forced shut. The tunic was heavy and cold all down her back. ‘And you’re perfectly right to come and ask me. It’s quite possible that Roland’s managing to lead Paul astray, even from two thousand miles away. I haven’t managed to speak to him for ages, as a matter of fact.’ She tried to laugh at this. ‘I rang his lodge and got the usual thing – one of those dear little Tweety Pies – all caring and no information. But let’s try again. Maybe his mobile won’t be flat for once.’

She clicked the clasp into place and reached for the easel. ‘We can muddle through together. That’s all we’ve ever managed, isn’t it?’ She folded the easel and stood up. ‘We can …’

But Lesley was already up at the driveway, walking quickly away. Without looking back she turned and disappeared behind the abelias. Veronica watched her shadow flickering across the spaces between branches, trying to remember details of the conversation, wondering why she was left with the feeling that at some point, for some reason, Lesley had lied.

Chapter 2

______

As she got to the top of her front steps, Veronica bashed the easel into scaffolding, jarring her hand. Just getting in and out of her house had become a kind of farce. Worse than that, she knew it didn’t make any sense keeping this huge family home, let alone renovating it. It wasn’t as if the kids were coming back.

Just inside the door, she stepped over Ridley. The feet of the easel dragged his feathery retriever tail across the floor. He didn’t move.

The front hall was chaos. The downstairs rooms – the spare bedroom, the study and the dining room – had all been prepared for painting, their furniture stacked out here. She edged past the sideboard and the Scottish carver chair, and then got the easel hooked on a box. This was Alan’s precious sporting equipment. He had asked her to bring it out so that he could take it when he found a new place. She yanked the easel and kicked the box, felt the prick of tears, stopped, told herself to calm down.

It wasn’t even Alan that was worrying her. It was Lesley, talking about Roland. Just the mention of his name was enough. Roland was her fourth and youngest child, her vulnerable one. She described him that way to her friends – there’s always one, isn’t there, and Roland is mine. The one who’s never safe.

She hadn’t heard from him for weeks. Something would have to be done.

It seemed a waste of time trying to manoeuvre her things all the way to the back room, so she opened the dining room door. Lots of space here, just a floor covered in tarpaulin and the big table shrouded in drop sheets. She put the easel against a wall and the box on the floor and then, on the way out, stopped and looked back. The windows, tall and curtainless, showed grey-white sky and filled the room with an icy radiance. For a moment she felt there was something she should remember. For some reason she thought of Helene Weeding’s works at Handmark: the layers of paint, the glimmering patterns, the luminosity. Earlier, before Lesley had interrupted her thoughts, she had had an idea about painting the sky, she had been beginning to realise something about how it could be done …

But it was gone. She went out and shut the door quietly.

The kitchen-family room was the only place she felt at home now, the only place she felt at home in her own home. Most of the far end was crammed with stuff from the other rooms – furniture, boxes of crockery, cushions in plastic bags, the Haughton Forrest painting in bubble wrap – but just past the kitchen table she had made a space for her desk and laptop, and set up Tom’s little telly and an armchair. There also was an armchair for Alan. She had put it there weeks ago, before he told her he wasn’t coming back. Not that he had ever watched TV with her, even when he was at home.

She didn’t want to think about Alan. It was time to find Roland. It would probably be fruitless, but she wouldn’t be able to think about painting until she had at least tried. Roland swamped her.

For some reason, she kept thinking of the Slipping Place. That was the day the mothers had first realised the extent to which Paul would copy what Roland did. They’d had a picnic on the mountain, along the Organ Pipes Track, on a big flat rock up among the tumbled dolerite. Lesley had let the children have two Custard Cream biscuits each, which delighted them. And it might have been that, the tiny lift in sugar levels, that contributed to what happened next.

Scattered among the grey boulders were dead trees, knocked down decades ago, silver and smooth. One of the trunks was lying at a steep angle and Roland managed to climb onto the high end. He started sliding down it, but when he was halfway he slipped sideways and fell. He landed badly, hit his head on a rock and returned to the picnic with blood smeared across his forehead. Then, while the two mothers were fussing over that, Paul went to do exactly the same thing. He slid on the tree and he, too, fell on rocks, emerging with a cut almost exactly the same as Roland’s: a bleeding forehead, blood running into an eye. The mothers had laughed, but nervously, at their two boys, standing in front of them with matching injuries. They’d named the place on the way home. Later, Tom had written a story about it for school, at which point the name had acquired capital letters. The Slipping Place.

She needed to know Roland was all right. All she could do was try ringing him again and then work her way through everyone who might know where he was. She wriggled out of the wet tunic, picked up a jumper from the armchair and went to hang the tunic in the laundry. As she came back, she heard a movement – a quiet knock and a brush of fabric – somewhere in the house. She listened for a moment but there was nothing. She had imagined it.

In the kitchen she pulled her phone out of a pocket. But when she looked at the screen it was lit up. Missed Call. Georgie. She must have put it on silent at some stage. She swiped the panel and raised it to her ear. As she did that she heard the brushing sound again. When Georgie answered, she said, ‘Georgie? Are you here?’

‘What?’

‘Doesn’t matter.’ Veronica went to the hallway, listened.

‘Hello.’

‘Yes, hello. Sweetheart. Sorry.’ She was sounding muddled. ‘I heard something. I think it was just the tarpaulin. Tino left it bunched up.’ In the dining room she had moved the tarpaulin with her foot and now it must be moving back. That room had a life of its own.

Georgie said, ‘I didn’t ring to talk.’

‘No, I understand.’ Monday morning. Georgie didn’t usually have time to ring from work. ‘How can I help?’ Veronica began tidy-ing the kitchen table. It was crowded with stuff – drawings and notes, placemats, fabric for sewing Boomerang Bags, cavolo nero on a board.

Georgie had said something.

‘Pardon? What was that?’

‘Are you all right?’

‘Oh, yes. Sorry. What did you say?’

Georgie wasn’t offended. She was used to her mother being distracted. She was about to charge on, into whatever she had rung about, when she realised what Veronica had said.

‘Isn’t he there?’

Under a biscuit tin Veronica found one of her mother’s old wild-flower notebooks, open. ‘Who?’

‘The builder.’

‘No.’ Veronica turned a page in the notebook: Tasmanian laurel, leatherwood. She thought about tensile forces, the padded structure of things. When she should be listening to her daughter. It was as her mother used to say, she was away with the pixies.

Georgie said, ‘It’s been two weeks.’

‘Three, I think.’ Veronica’s mother had been organised and observant. She drew with precision: pepperberry, sassafras, fagus …

‘Mum.’ That word as only Georgie could say it. Short, impatient. And patronising.

‘He’ll come.’

‘When’s Dad getting back?’ Alan was cycling in South Australia. That’s all Georgie knew.

‘They’re doing another loop. McLaren Vale. The mixed dozens have started arriving.’ Alan had sent her a text. He was going to take another week, move into the new flat next Saturday. But Georgie was too busy to hear this now.

‘How can he take so much time off all of a sudden?’

You pretended you didn’t love him, Veronica thought. That was how you survived it.

Georgie said, ‘Anyway, I have to be quick. The biochemists arrive today.’

And not remembering. Forgetting how it used to be. Rewrite it. That was the trick. You told yourself you never loved him.

‘And first there’s a man coming to fix the microphone.’ Georgie was an event organiser … manager … an event manager. And now the thought of the broken microphone sidetracked her. She began a work story, full of grievances and intrigue. ‘There’s so much stress here. People get in these little huddles. I always have the sense there’s something I’m missing.’

‘Oh, I think that’s just a feeling we get …’ The sky, the spaces between things.

‘So, Mum.’ Georgie said that abruptly, as if Veronica needed to be interrupted. ‘I have to tell you about Roland.’

Roland.

Georgie said, ‘He’s in Hobart.’

‘No, he isn’t.’

Roland hadn’t lived in Hobart since he was eighteen. After school he had travelled the world for two years, staying anywhere, drinking, smoking God knows what, searching for his true self. In the end he had found it, hiding with all the other true selves, on a beach in Byron Bay. At present he was managing a backpackers’ lodge, nearby in Kandina.

‘You know what Roland said about Hobart.’

‘Mum. Allie Muir saw him last night. In Elizabeth Street.’

‘Doolally Allie.’

‘Well, exactly, but she seems more together these days, or maybe not, but anyway just let me tell you. Allie saw Roland.’

Roland had told her he was never coming home.

‘Mum. Are you all right?’

Stop mooning about, Veronica. Stay with us in the real world.

‘Yes, of course. I heard. Doolally Allie thinks she saw Roland.

Obviously it was a mistake.’ But Lesley had been asking. What had she said? Something about a child?

‘Allie sounded quite sure. And recognising people is pretty basic, isn’t it? It’s a primal thing. And it was in the middle of the North Hobart shops, where it’s narrow with those stupid little rounda-bouts, so the traffic was virtually stopped.’

‘I don’t –’

‘It’s quite possible he’s come here and not told us. It’s not as if he ever plans anything.’

Roland was their creative one, the one her friends euphemistically – sardonically – referred to as a free spirit. Veronica had been relieved when he had found a job, even if it was in Kandina. She had even been pleased when he started the psychology course, trying to overlook the fact that it was through some half-baked – and possibly fraudulent – internet college.

‘She saw him coming out of a pub. And there was a man standing in the doorway of the pub with his arms crossed, so she thinks he was actually getting kicked out. And he was having some kind of argument with some awful old …’ Georgie searched for the correct term, ‘you know, like a homeless person. Why would he come to Hobart and not tell us?’

‘He wouldn’t.’

‘Mum. Allie was sure. And it’s worse than that. He had a bruise on his face. A big bruise, right across one cheekbone.’

Veronica felt a lurch at that – a dragging down feeling, the deep pull of maternal fear. But that was a purely biological response. She mustn’t let Georgie know.

‘Oh, well. It’ll be one of his escapades, won’t it? There’ll be a girl lurking somewhere, and a big bag of hooch.’ That was the old word, wasn’t it? Something like that. He called it something else now.

‘We need to find out about this. He’ll be mixed up in something stupid. It’ll be like that last time when the guy took the overdose.’

Roland. It used to be a family joke. The youngest child, the afterthought.

Georgie said, ‘I mean, he’s smoked so much dope, whether you want to admit it or not. And you know it makes them a bit psychotic. I’m starting to wonder if he’s heading for some kind of breakdown.’

Suddenly Veronica was full of weakness, heat. The simple effort of breathing was making her throat ache. ‘Oh, Roland’s all right.’ But he had never been all right. Veronica could see him the day he was born, the heavy lolling head, his gaze unfocused, full of deep concern, as if he was already seeing how much there was that needed to be mended.

‘I think someone should find out, that’s all. I’ve tried ringing and Facebooking. I’ve tried Toby and Hillo and Yaz.’

‘Have you rung Paul?’

‘Paul lies.’

‘Oh … no …’

Lesley had known. There was something going on. But Georgie mustn’t get caught up in this. She had a career to worry about. ‘All right. Listen. Look, my lovely girl. Don’t you worry about Roland. I’ll find him.’ Veronica’s eyes fell on her mother’s sketch. She picked up a pencil. ‘Which pub was it?’

‘The Beaufort. Mum, don’t go there.’

She should write the name down. A piece of paper. She began pushing things around on the table. ‘Well, I’ll have to, won’t I, if he’s not answering his phone. The Beaufort.’

‘Mum, they won’t get you. They won’t tell you anything.’

‘Well, at least I will have tried.’

‘Text me.’

‘I’ve got vegie tagine. Come –’

‘I have to go. The microphone man’s here.’

‘Microphone Man.’

Veronica used the Hollywood voice. That was something they had always done. Superhero names. Georgie laughed politely, attention already elsewhere.

Veronica was heading straight for the car, but on the way out she stopped. There was a piece of paper placed carefully in the middle of the doorstep, held down by a stone.

So someone had been here, not in the house, but walking around the garden. The stone was the one from the lawn: large, white, smooth. It was sitting on a piece of computer paper covered in text: a printout from the Theatre Royal website, advertising the Branwen String Quartet. On the other side was a page from ABC News, a headline in bold: ‘Barn grave baby had bruises, fractures’.

She saw other words: skull, lacerated liver. There was a photograph of a man: long greasy hair, one heavily tattooed arm raised to hide his face.

Veronica looked up. She went to the end of the house where she could see the front lawn, the flowerbeds, the driveway. She looked down at the stone wall in grainy shadow. The bottom gate was closed. There was no-one in the garden.

Chapter 3

______

The main bar of the Beaufort Hotel had brown walls, black-painted tables, square black stools and dirty yellowish light. In an area at the back Veronica could see one bitter-white spotlight, flashing meaninglessly into a corner. The place seemed to be empty, except for a table near the front window, where four young people sat slumped together. The barman was very young, dressed in a tight denim jacket with a white scarf wound several times around his neck, the fringed end at the front. As Veronica came in he turned away and started moving bottles around.

One of the stools had been pushed into the centre of the floor. On it, beside a ring of liquid that caught the light, there was a glass with a short black straw. She picked it up and took it to the bar. This was a mistake. The barman read it as a criticism. He smirked at her, slitting his eyes.

Somewhere there was music, a hard, grating sound with no echo. It wasn’t tuneful, not even quite sound, more like something she felt, as if there was a creature scratching at the ceiling. Georgie had been right. Veronica didn’t belong here and she was probably not going to learn anything. But she could try.

‘I wonder if you can help me.’

He had a sharp face, and a kind of unconscious fragility. In the metallic light over the bar she could see a hint of hair above the top lip.

‘I’m looking for my son.’

He hissed weakly, which was meant to be a laugh. His gaze slipped to the empty room. Then he looked behind him, as if seeking help from someone who wasn’t there.

‘He was in here yesterday evening. His name is Roland Cruikshank. He’s tall and athletic looking, and he would have been dressed like a surfer, with an old jumper and a beaded leather thing around his neck. Wild hair, tangled, with blondey ends.’

She was practised at this. She had had to describe Roland before and his appearance hadn’t changed. But this time the list of attributes seemed only to emphasise his absence. She wished she’d brought a photo.

The barman picked up the glass and moved it to a lower bench where the light showed its smears. The bar was red, faded and stained, with spots of waxy black.

‘He likes drawing.’ That sounded ridiculous, like the proud mother of a four-year-old.

But it brought a flicker of recognition. ‘There was a guy in here last night. He left a drawing on the table. Jilly picked it up and she reckoned he was a real artist. She was going to put it up somewhere.’

Veronica looked around the dingy room.

‘It’s here.’ He turned to a low shelf, found a piece of paper and put it in front of her. It was a page torn from a paperback, a few lines of print and a drawing.

It was Roland’s. In all of his work, through all its changes, his style was instantly recognisable. This was a drawing of a girl, done with a sharp pencil and then smudged with a rubber, the way he did them years ago. The girl’s eyes were focused on the viewer with a kind of insistent intimacy. One hand was lifted, as if she was trying to reach out of the picture.

‘Oh, yes, that’s him.’

He still had his hand on the drawing and didn’t offer to give it to her. ‘He’s your son?’

Yes. Her son. Veronica looked at the drawing. Roland drew fine lines and then blurred them, maybe hoping that the truth would turn up in the spaces, the shadows. He was struggling with the same problems she was, trying to catch something on a page and finding that it couldn’t be caught.

She said, ‘I need to find him.’

‘Yeah. You really do.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘They reckon he was in a bad way. Sounds as if he was on something.’

No. Roland, no. ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

‘He was with some old woman, some old drunk that comes here.

He wanted to get her a drink, but Curtis kicked them out. They were both …’ Instead of finding a word he pushed some air out of his mouth and shook his head.

There was a burst of wild laughter from the young people in the corner. One of them grabbed at something in another’s hands and stood up, kicking his chair over. Then they all sat down.

The barman said, ‘Has he got a kid?’

‘A what? No. Why?’

‘I think he said something about a little kid. Curtis said some people shouldn’t be allowed to be parents.’

‘Roland definitely doesn’t have a child.’

‘Just as well.’ He had lowered the drawing towards the shelf behind the bar. One corner went into a wet patch. Moisture crept across it. ‘So, yeah. I hope you find him.’

He was looking at her more closely now, intrigued that she could be the mother of such a son, wondering what she was going to say about it. His eyes were lined in kohl, which suited him. He had that delicacy you saw sometimes, the kind of beauty that transcended crassness, like that pop singer from years ago, in the poster on Libby’s wall.

She wanted to ask if Roland had a bruise, but couldn’t bring herself to mention it. ‘I don’t suppose he said where he was staying?’

‘I wasn’t on. I’m just saying what I was told.’ He was watching her, storing up details to tell later, a small story from a slow Monday.

‘Who was on? Can I see him?’

‘Gary and Curtis. Curtis is coming in at five o’clock.’

‘Can I ring him?’

There was a tiny grimace and a head wobble. She felt suddenly very sad, at the pettiness, the mean self-centredness of him. She had to remind herself this was a child, caught up in his silly world, with his posturing, his eyeliner. He didn’t know how life could be.

‘The woman who was with Roland, do you know anything about her?’

Now he was able to help. He leaned forward, looking pleased. ‘She’s an alcoholic. And mental. She comes and tries to get a pie but we chuck her out. She’s bad news. Always yelling and stuff, doing these long mad rants.’

‘And where does she live?’

‘She got upset with Curtis and threw a book at him and the guy … your son … he kind of grabbed her and he was like “Oh, if you calm down I’ll get you something at the shop and drive you home.” Curtis reckoned with any luck he’d go for DUI and get taken off the streets.’ He grimaced again. ‘Sorry.’

The music had a different sound now, voices maybe, tightened into wordless electronic beeps. ‘That’s all right,’ said Veronica. ‘He probably had a point.’

He studied her face for signs of emotion, licked the thin lips. ‘It’d be worth checking with the police.’

‘You don’t know where she lives, this woman?’

‘Gary reckons she used to have a bookshop. So that’s no help.’

‘Why?’

‘There aren’t any bookshops anymore, are there? There aren’t even any DVD shops. Only one.’

‘What about the book?’

‘What?’

‘You said she threw a book. At your friend.’

‘Curtis.’

‘Have you got that?’

He blinked at her for a moment, frowning as if they’d never understand each other. Then he swung away, went out through a door and came back almost immediately with a wastepaper basket, which he put on the bar in front of her. Veronica tipped it to look inside. The book was under some cellophane. She took it out – a paperback, the cover worn to softness and dog-eared. Oliver Twist. There was a stamp on the first page.

Josette LeFevre
Holborn Books
Purchase Price … Return Price …

No prices filled in.

340 Macquarie Street, South Hobart.

He said, ‘People like that, terrible things happen to them and then they blame everyone else and then they hit the grog or something worse.’

‘People like what?’

But he had turned his back.

Chapter 4

______

A Georgian building, 340 Macquarie Street was on an intersection, built right up to both footpaths, with the door across the corner. It had two storeys of soft apricot brick, a low roof and twelve-paned windows on the upper floor. At street level there were larger shopfront windows but these were blocked inside with backless bookshelves. There was nothing to see but books – not the spines, the raw edges of pages, pressed together into an impenetrable wall. Beside the door there was a hanging sign with a painting of Dickensian London, crooked buildings and a carriage, and the words Newman Noggs Books. The name had been changed since the copy of Oliver Twist was stamped.

Veronica shook her head and muttered to herself, ‘Bookshops.’

Sometime during his Year 12, Roland had taken to visiting a second-hand bookshop. That one had been over a barber’s in Elizabeth Street. He had spent hours there with the couple who owned it, drinking port and smoking pot, thinking with eighteen-year-old naivety that his parents didn’t know. Typical Roland. Even his adolescent rebellion had to be bizarre, the drugs and booze confused with an unhealthy obsession with reading. She had a sudden picture of his bedroom: crowded shelves, boxes of stale paperbacks, drawings everywhere. And now it appeared he was involved with another squalid bookshop.

She had dropped into that bookshop once. The couple had seemed a bit vague, but harmless enough. The man had been French and the woman Australian, but with a French name. She looked inside Oliver Twist again. Josette le Fevre? Was that the name?

Macquarie Street was busy. A truck rattled past, pushing some exhaust her way. She watched it go uphill away from town. Ahead of it, seeming to block off the road, was the mountain. Wellington. Kunanyi. It looked very close, vertical and purple-black, a large dark wall. As a child she had understood that the world must end there, that there could be no path through.

The backyard of the shop was hidden by a high paling fence and the gate was closed but from the door of the shop, looking down the steep side street, she could see over the fence into a corner of the yard. There was a car there. She could only see part of its roof: a small car, powdery blue. It looked like Paul’s old Honda Jazz. Paul had lent Roland that car before.

There was something sticky-taped to the shop’s door. Another page torn from a paperback, with another of Roland’s sketches. Not a face this time, just a hand. So, yes, he was here, or had been. He was behaving secretively and strangely. Just as he had in his adolescence. She took the page down and opened the door.

Overhead there was a bell on a bent stalk, but it had lost its donger and made only a dead clanking sound. Inside, because of the blocked windows, the shop was almost completely dark. Near the door, a set of shelves blocked the rest of the shop from view. It held books of all kinds – gold-embossed encyclopedias, hard-backs in linen and faded paper covers, orange Penguin spines, tattered paperbacks. She stepped around it and into the gloom. More shelves here, close together, chaotically arranged and stuffed full. It was impossible to make out the internal walls. There were books stacked vertically, with more crammed horizontally on top of them; books lying on top of the shelves, in places stacked as high as the ceiling; books in boxes on the floor; and glass cases at the ends of rows, all full. And it wasn’t just books. There were pictures everywhere, prints and posters, photographs, some in frames. They were stuck on the ends of shelves or pinned on the front of them, over the books. Some were pegged to strings and strung across the room.

Veronica stood where she was and shouted. ‘Roland?’

The shop had a breathless feeling, the smell that all these places have: a combination of old carpets, dry dust, and silverfish. There was some light coming through the front door, and a few bright cracks around the books in the windows, but this penetrated only a short distance, serving not so much to illuminate the room as to darken it by contrast.

‘Roland?’

In the middle of the room was a counter of scratched wood, with two posters on the front: a Miró, and an advertisement for calvados, a girl in a bathing suit. A green glass lamp threw a ball of dim light but this was confined to the desk. She looked for a bell, put her fingers on the counter, felt something sticky and lifted them again.

Further back in the room was more dull light, coming from a standard lamp with a yellowish shade. And possibly a movement. An almost imperceptible shift in two shades of grey.

‘Hello?’ She had produced a high middle-aged voice, something from a pantomime dowager, nervous and silly. The room, all the waiting paper, sucked the sound away.

Someone said, ‘See or shut your eyes … ’Tis the Last Judgement’s fire must cure this place.’

Behind the calico lamp, out of reach of its light, there was a lump of intensified darkness. Veronica moved forwards. Now she could see the folds of a garment, a piece of pale wrist. It was a woman. She didn’t want to be seen. The lamplight was being used as a screen, requiring visitors to come into the depths of the shop before they knew she was there.

What had she said? There was something familiar about it. ‘I’m looking for Roland Cruikshank.’

The figure had risen lightly from her chair. Under a shapeless shift, she looked thin, fragile. She took a step, staggered, then fell sideways, turning and coming to rest with her back against the bookshelves on the wall. Now her body was in the lamplight. In one hand she had a glass with a tiny amount of golden liquid. The shift was of crushed velvet the colour of plums, a dress from the 1960s or early 1970s. Over it she had a chunky necklace, blocks of purple plastic and brass rings.

Was this the woman Roland had spent time with in Year 12? She couldn’t see the woman’s face. And now she had forgotten the name stamped in Oliver Twist. Odette something. Not Odette. That wasn’t right.

‘Like a distorted mouth that splits its rim gaping at death …’

A theatrical wave of the hand. A performance in a hoarse voice. Veronica breathed in some of the papery air and hardened her lips. ‘I’m looking for my son.’

‘… and dies while it recoils.’

‘Roland Cruikshank. You were with him last night at the Beaufort Hotel.’

The glass moved; a tiny gesture.

It must be the same woman. Roland’s old friend from his school days. ‘What’s he doing in Hobart? How long has he been here?’

Sandrine? Juliette? If she could just remember the name, it would help, give her some authority, some kind of foothold. ‘I remember you. I know you know him.’

The glass moved again, the liquid sliding around. ‘Roland, like all of us, is unknowable.’

Somewhere in the room there was a swelling of light. A door opened and quietly closed.

‘Never mind.’ Veronica went towards the sound. She pushed into the nearest space, charged forwards blindly, turned, and kept turning until she found a door.

‘Roland?’

She went across a hallway, past a flight of stairs and down a corridor, narrowed by more shelves. There was a sitting room on the right, with a person she didn’t know. She went past it, to a tiny kitchen with windows above the bench, showing a shabby verandah, wooden steps and, well below, a rubbishy yard. The gate was open, the car gone.

She went back to the sitting room and stood in the doorway. This room was also book lined and not much lighter than the front. The person in there was a young mother. She was sitting on an armchair, beside a child in a pram, head bent over her hands, as if she was praying.

Veronica said, ‘I’m looking for my son. Have you seen a young man?’

The woman stood up and came forwards, pushing the pram in front of her. She wasn’t well. Her long hair was lank and sticky, a lifeless dark blonde. She came close to Veronica, as if she was about to say something, then shoved the pram forwards. ‘Mason.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘This is Mason.’

Veronica looked at the child, pulled her head slightly back and said, ‘Hello.’

‘Mayson. With a y.’

What? Mason? How could there be a y? ‘Where?’

‘What?’

It was a reading room – three cherry-red armchairs, a lamp over each, a window overlooking the side street, and books on all the walls. It was a friendly room, crowded with texture and warm colour. At one end, above a fireplace, there was a print of a modernist painting, a stylised desert in pastels, possibly Paul Klee, and beside that a cardboard notice:

No Surliness, No Smelliness.
This means you, Wocka Scott.
Only one person asleep at a time.
Management.

Veronica’s focus was drawn to something familiar. A table in the corner was scattered with paper and fusain pencils. She went over there. They were mostly blank sheets, some with a few hasty lines, dashed off and abandoned, and some sketches. Roland’s. Roland had been here, drawing. There was a pile of paperbacks: The Moonstone, Silas Marner, Frankenstein, Tess of the D’Urbervilles.

The room was very quiet, the sound of traffic muffled by the bulk of all the books. More than quiet – it felt as if the air had thinned. Veronica had a sudden irrational sense of empty space, as if Roland had been plucked out, leaving a vacuum where he should have been. From the front rooms she heard the old woman cough.

She repeated herself: ‘I’m looking for my son. His name is Roland. He’s been here, drawing. These are his.’

The young woman’s face was thin, the skin dull, too white in places, too brown in others, a dragged-down look around the mouth. She wore a lot of eyeliner, which made her eyes look flat, like shapes drawn on a page.

‘Do you know where he might be?’

‘Look at him.’ The young woman leaned over the back of the pram and lifted her boy’s hair. The boy slept on. There was a lump on his forehead, a cool violet and blue bruise with a red slit down the middle.

‘Oh,’ said Veronica. ‘That’s nasty.’ She was sounding stupid. But she couldn’t think about this child now.

The woman said, ‘Roland knows about it. Ask Roland.’

So she’d picked up on the name. Now she was using it for her own ends, to persuade Veronica to help her. She was more cunning than she looked.

Veronica pulled her glasses from her bag. None of Roland’s drawings were completed. They were experiments, pieces of people – shoulders, hands. There was one rough sketch of a woman’s face, a blurred, nervous line. He had scribbled over and over the eyes, as if he couldn’t decide where the woman should be looking, and then had become frustrated and tried to erase the gaze altogether.

‘Around the church widdershins. Woe to the mother’s son who attempts it.’

The horrible bookshop woman – Charlotte? Maxine? – had come into the room. Veronica turned around. She sounded as if she was still quoting something. Was it a game? Were people supposed to try to identify the source?

‘I’m sorry … Colette, is it?’

She had made an attempt at elegance. Her hair was dyed black and pulled back into some kind of bun on the back of her head. But her face was long and thin, mannish around the jaw, and her skin had a grey, drained look, stained yellow on the upper lip. She still had the glass, fuller than before. And there was a cigarette too, newly lit, dangerously close to the folds of the dress.

She said, ‘Judith.’

‘Oh, I …’ That hadn’t been the name.

‘Fuck the French.’

In the fireplace there was an old manual typewriter. Judith picked up a set of bellows and put them beside it, carefully, as if the placement of her things was important.

The young woman grabbed Veronica’s arm. ‘You don’t know what he’s been through. His father’s been belting him. Not the father.’ There was some kind of rash at the corner of her mouth, white and moist. She could put honey on it. Veronica should tell her. Instead she tried to shake her away. But the young woman wouldn’t let go.

‘He said you’d help us.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so.’

‘Roland said you’d help us. He said to ask you.’ Now the young woman was pulling up the child’s sleeve to show marks on his arm, long red lines, as if he’d been drawing on himself. Her eyes were watery, the lashes clogged with black, make-up thickening in the corners. ‘You have to help us.’

Judith said, ‘He has been dragged into mud and slime and low passion and delusion …’ She met Veronica’s eyes and there was a flicker of intelligence, more disturbing than the alcoholic stupor. ‘The iron bit that destiny had put in his mouth, the blight on his life.’ Her eyes were set wide apart, light green and very clear. She was studying Veronica closely, as if assessing her capacity to perform some difficult task.

Veronica said, ‘You should tell me where to find him. I’m his mother.’

Judith said, ‘Every story begins with a mother. Many of them end with one.’

Veronica started to move away. But the woman with the pram grabbed her again. ‘Wait.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Veronica was frightened now, irrationally panicked. She wanted to get away, back to the street and the cars.

‘Roland wants you to help us. Please. Please.’

She was whining now, a repulsive sound. Veronica yanked her arm away. As she went around them, she tripped on a wheel of the pram and stumbled. The little boy’s head banged into the metal bar. She stopped long enough to look at him. He hadn’t woken.

Chapter 5

______

As Veronica hurried back to her car, the fear didn’t leave her. Georgie was right. Roland was in one of his messes and this one was bad. It was hard to imagine exactly what the mess could be, but people kept talking about children. Lesley had said something, A child who was hurt. And the boy in the pub. And now there was that woman, showing her son’s bruised forehead.

Roland knows.

She had to find him. And there was one person who knew where he would be, one person who always knew. Paul. Georgie said Paul lied, but she would make him tell her.

Lesley’s gallery was in Brooke Street, one block back from Watermans Dock, squeezed between a low pub and an old flour mill that was now a chandlery. The gallery was a nineteenth-century sandstone warehouse: square roofed, slightly crooked, with four storeys and central windows where once there had been a pulley system. At ground level there was a large new window, and a sign by the door in bare letters: Illumin.

The door led to an airy room with a polished floor. Glass shelving had been fixed against the rough stone walls to hold jewellery, Jeroen pewter and inlaid myrtle boxes. Veronica normally found this room soothing. She loved the polished glass against the stone, the roughness emphasising perfection of form, that feeling of clarity that came from precision and glossy surfaces.

Today she was preoccupied. And there was a jarring note. The woman behind the counter was new, and not the kind of person Lesley would normally employ. She was fortyish with large, heavy breasts in an inadequate bra. The skin on her chest had faint vertical wrinkles and her hair was scraped into a ponytail.

As Veronica went towards the stairs the woman came hurrying across. ‘Can I help you?’ Her voice was hard, nasal. The room absorbed nothing of it, leaving the sounds ringing in the air.

‘I’m going up to see Paul.’

But the woman got in front of her. Her black T-shirt was fussy at the neckline, pilling at the sides, badly stitched at the shoulder seams. ‘What’s it about?’

Veronica knew she shouldn’t judge people on the basis of their clothes, whether they were expensive or cheap. It was just that this person seemed out of place. That was unsettling. And she needed to concentrate. ‘I’m a friend. I just have to –’

‘I’ll take you up.’

‘I’m sorry. I haven’t … Who are you?’

‘Well …’ A pleasant, open smile, no malice in it. ‘I’m a friend too.’ As she led the way up the stairs, the woman’s plastic court shoes slipped on her feet.

The stairs had been stripped of carpet, revealing solid beams, suspended on an iron frame. As with the shelving, there was real beauty in the contrast – smooth, heavy material against the powdery sandstone of the wall.

At the top was a small open area surrounded by floor-to-ceiling glass partitions, with Paul’s partner, John, sitting at a desk. One hand was bound in a velcroed wrist and thumb splint. Veronica remembered hearing about some overuse injury, but couldn’t remember the details. His other hand hovered over the keys of a laptop. Without looking up he said, ‘Vicky, you are the worst IT person we’ve ever had. This is completely fucked.’ Then he saw Veronica and rose out of the chair. Vicky moved in behind him and started pressing buttons on the keyboard.

After high school Paul had gone to Sydney for three years. He returned with a Diploma in Fine Arts from UTS, a passion for inks and fabric painting, and with John Oh, artisan jeweller, born in Hong Kong. John always treated Veronica with an urbane air of patient condescension. She expected him to react to someone like Vicky with open contempt. Instead they seemed to be sharing a joke.

‘I’ve come to see Paul.’

Vicky and John gave each other blank looks and then looked back at her. She left them to it and went through the glass doors into the gallery.

Over the last year, Lesley and Paul had emptied out the first floor of the building to make one large space. They had stripped the walls back to show large lumps of uneven sandstone, with thick mortar and holes where chunks had fallen away. The space wasn’t set up yet. There was one long trestle table stretching from the door to the front wall. The rest of the room was empty except for a group of twenty or so square posts, waist high, painted black, sitting on heavy bases in the middle of the room. The space was dimly lit by windows at the front and back and today only two halogen lights were on: one over Paul, sitting near Veronica at the trestle, the other over Lesley at the far end.

Paul was talking into a phone. On the table in front of him Veronica could see a photograph and she recognised it immediately – Paul and Roland aged about ten, by the harbour at St Helens with Paul’s father, Gordon. They all had their jeans rolled up, standing on a patch of greyish sand. When he saw Veronica looking at it, Paul put a sheet of paper over the photograph, ashamed, maybe, of his sentimentality. She pretended not to notice, instead casting her eye over the other things on the desk: a flat steel case, an array of silver jewellery, a friand on a plate.

Paul’s hair was glossy under the downlight. It was thick and dark brown and he was letting it grow to shoulder length, the same as John’s. He imitated people, she thought again. As a boy he had taken his lead from Roland, and now he was copying John, whether consciously or unconsciously she couldn’t guess. But the hair was a mistake. It crowded the shape from his soft face.

Paul was listening to the phone, but she knew he was thinking about her. He looked wary, tight across the eyes and forehead. Veronica had known him all his life. She was familiar with all his expressions, and she could read him now. He knew exactly why she was here. She held his eyes for a few long seconds. This was his guilty look, the look he had given her fifteen years ago, after he’d flattened her Princess Margaret rose with a wheelbarrow.

She said, ‘He’s in Hobart.’

Paul turned away to finish his phone conversation.

‘Oh, Veronica, thank goodness you’re here.’ Lesley’s voice echoed around the room. Her end of the table was piled with folders and books and her laptop was open. ‘I am completely stuck with this writing project. I might need you earlier than Friday.’

Veronica allowed herself to be drawn over there. Paul needed time for her arrival to sink in. Soon he would see the pointlessness of trying to avoid her, or lying about Roland.

‘I feel under enormous pressure. Paul and John say galleries will only succeed if they can cut through, have some kind of authentic artistic vision. And really, I agree with them. I do. But I’m having the dickens of a time with it.’

When she was in her gallery, Lesley affected a strangely old-fashioned way of speaking. She seemed to think it went with the image she wanted for a discerning curator of fine objects. Or, rather, the gallery was part of an image of herself that she wanted to project. John Oh had once referred to this, with a sly smile, as Lesley’s branding.

She said, ‘It’s not at all like that Barter story we did. That was factual and straightforward. Whereas this …’ Lesley started rubbing the side of her left hand on the palm of her right, a distracted circular movement. ‘They want me to base it on these enormous old novels, but honestly. There’s so much that’s been written about them. I’ve printed out pages and pages. In a way, the more I have the harder it gets. I get completely lost. But apparently literature is the key to everything. Literature helps us understand people. Especially the unfortunate ones. Or some such.’

‘Who told you that?’ Veronica thought she knew.

Lesley twisted her hands together, then stopped herself from doing it and put them flat on the table. Her knuckles were red. She started moving pages around. ‘Of course, a drawing helps. If it’s done well. A picture of a face gives you an instant human connection.’

John and Vicky came in and crossed the room. Vicky was carrying a shallow wooden box, the kind John used to hold his jewellery col-lections. She held it open near the group of short posts and with his good hand John arranged pieces of jewellery on three of them. Then they stood back to look. They were an incongruous pair, Vicky in her clumsy clothes, John in a floppy T-shirt and jeans, an outfit that somehow managed to look both expensive and completely cosmopolitan.

At their intrusion – because it felt like an intrusion – Veronica was suddenly aware of a tension in the room.

‘Is it wise to leave the shop unattended?’ Lesley looked at Vicky with unconcealed distaste.

John said something to Vicky and they went towards the door. Vicky hurried downstairs, but John stopped and stood in front of Paul. Paul half-turned away, still listening to the phone, looking pale and unhappy. John studied his face for a while, then picked up the plate with the friand and put it pointedly in front of him, gesturing that he should eat. Then he left.

‘Who is that?’ said Veronica.

‘Vicky?’ Lesley stared at the door. ‘Just one of John’s little schemes.’

‘Schemes?’ Veronica thought of Vicky’s broad face, the open smile. I’m a friend too.

But she had more important things to worry about. And Paul’s phone call was starting to look like an act. She went to stand in front of him, the way John had.

The photograph of St Helens was still hidden, but there was something else on the desk. She moved aside some rolled-up papers to reveal a poster.

She Must Be Wicked to Deserve Such Pain.
Jewellery by John Oh.
Illumin Gallery, Level 2.
Exhibition Opening: Friday 26th August 2016, 6.30 pm

The words were printed over a drawing of an elegantly dressed nineteenth-century woman. At her feet was a title: MERLE.

The drawing was one of Roland’s. It was done in the sharp lines and smudges. The style he had been practising in the bookshop. It was recent work. He had refined his characteristic uncanny quality, captured nuances of emotion and suggestions of an inner world. When you looked closely, at the eyes, at the mouth, you couldn’t see how he had done it – the emotion had somehow magically appeared, from the shadows and the spaces.

Paul hung up the phone. He looked at Lesley, then at Veronica. Black-brown eyes. Look at those lashes, people used to say. Wasted on a boy.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘He’s in Hobart. He was staying with Mum.’ Veronica turned to Lesley. ‘You didn’t tell me.’

‘He asked us all not to,’ said Paul. ‘There’s something he has to sort out.’

This tension was normal for the Sopels, Veronica thought. Paul and Lesley always behaved as if they were in the middle of a secret unspoken war. She assumed it was shared discomfort, stemming from the fact that Lesley was so judgemental with Paul, and from a degree of coldness she had towards him. But today there was something more.

‘Paul?’

He shook his head, convulsively. He was deeply distressed about something, trying not to show it, almost shaking with the effort.

She said, ‘Roland’s been drawing things – hands and faces – leaving them in pubs and on doors.’

Paul said, ‘Drawing. Always a sign of trouble.’

It was one of their lines from long ago. He was looking for a shared joke, reaching for the past. But his smile was bereft. Dear little boy. He’ll break a few hearts with those eyes.

‘I’m so sorry, Veronica,’ said Lesley, coming over. ‘He stayed for a week and it was about a week ago. He was determined that we didn’t tell you he was in town. He has some kind of giant mess to sort out, and he didn’t want to land it in your lap.’ She lifted her chin, miming a laugh, the mouth rueful. ‘He said he’s done that too much over the years. And I’m sure we would both agree that’s right.’

Behind Lesley, Veronica could see the far wall had iron things stuck into it, brackets and bolts from the original warehouse days, and three large iron hooks. In the shadowy space between, the display posts looked strangely sinister, like a forest of young trees all sliced off at the same height.

Lesley said, ‘He promised to tell you all about it very soon.’ ‘All about what?’

Lesley looked at Paul. There was some kind of silent negotiation and neither answered.

‘Where is he now?’

Paul looked down. Lesley said, ‘Veronica, I’m sorry, I am not supposed to say. I know he’s impossible. But look. He has been trying to be helpful. Look at the wonderful poster. He’s so talented.’

Lesley had always indulged Roland, issuing constant effusive praise. Such a clever little boy. Oh, go on, Veronica, let him have another. What harm can it do? Always Roland and never Paul.

The woman in the poster, Merle, stood with shoulders very straight, her large white hands held loosely in front of her. Her hair was drawn back from a strong, square forehead. The light was dim and coming from directly above, so that the downturned lines of her mouth were partly in shadow and the lower eyelids exaggerated, making her look exhausted.

‘It was kind of him to help us out like that.’

‘Mum, just stop it.’

Paul’s expression had drifted into resistance and suppressed pain, as it often did in the presence of his mother. Veronica wanted to reach across, to tell him not to worry, to get back to … something … to the way they used to be.

Lesley said, ‘I thought I was helping you, Vee, putting him up. I thought, when you knew, you’d think, “Well, at least it was Lesley”. It’s a strength of ours, isn’t it? With the really big problems, Paul goes to you and Roland comes to me. We help them in different ways, complement each other.’

‘What really big problems?’

‘Anyway, he’s gone,’ said Lesley. ‘A week ago. I upset him. You know how easy that is. I said the wrong thing about some awful girl … it doesn’t matter. He stormed out. He’s still got Paul’s car, though. He hasn’t offered to give that back.’ Paul swung his head to the right and then back to the left, trying to shake something off.

Lesley said, ‘Of course, he’s welcome to the car.’

Paul stood up. ‘He’s coming to see you, Veronica. He’s …’ His eyes jerked backwards and forwards between the two women.

Lesley said, ‘He’s staying above some dreadful old shop in Macquarie Street. It’s only just around the corner from you, really. And I think it’s owned by that same bookshop woman he used to sit with when he was at school.’ She made a scoffing sound. ‘So you needn’t think I’ve supplanted you in any way. Not that you would think that. But now we’ve both been thrown over for some ghastly old drunk.’

‘There’s something he had to fix.’ Paul’s eyes were black and wet. ‘Something … bad. The worst thing. The worst of things …’

‘Paul, what are you talking about?’ Veronica couldn’t help taking this tone with him. The angry aunty.

Paul went to the end of the table and then looked directly, only at her. ‘Come outside.’

Chapter 6

______

They walked across Morrison Street to Elizabeth Pier. The afternoon had become unnaturally warm, with a wind on the water. Rain on the way. They stood under the awning of a restaurant, looking back towards the ferries and the little gift-box ticket offices.

‘Paul, I’m sorry. Roland’s obviously got you in some kind of …’ Paul had brought an umbrella. He tapped it on the ground and tucked the other hand under his arm. Out here, in the fading light, he looked older. There was a new looseness around his eyes and mouth and a plumpness in the cheeks, faint shadows of indulgence.

‘I know he’s told you not to tell me,’ Veronica said, ‘but I will help. It is possible to be too loyal. I know you care –’

‘I adore him,’ he said easily. ‘Always have.’

‘Yes, you have. I’m so glad.’

‘It’s not hard to understand. He’s wonderful.’

Veronica sighed. That was what everyone said. Roland’s wonder-fulness, his floppy charm – they were what people noticed. They remembered that, and forgot about how impossible he was.

Paul said, ‘And as you know … those school days …’

‘Yes.’

‘It formed a bond – me being gay and everyone thinking he was.’

Veronica grunted. There was something Paul knew, something big, and he wanted to tell her. But first he would play around, reaching for the old jokes. He too was trying to regain the ease they had once had. She feigned surprise for him. ‘Did they?’

‘Still happens.’

‘I never knew.’

‘Veronica. You miss everything.’ His voice was flat. He was failing to find the right note of levity.

‘People keep saying that.’ She laughed softly.

‘We did an experiment once. We had a porn magazine. We left it in full view on the bed and when you came in we put our hands behind our backs. You thought we were eating the Wagon Wheels. You made us show our hands and then you went out. You didn’t see the porn.’

He laughed too, then, but when he met her eyes she saw a familiar expression, Paul’s own peculiar brand of diffuse misery. She had a new thought, that whatever caused it had happened a long time ago.

She said, ‘I’m so sorry about this.’ She looked out over the water, the waves moving towards them. ‘He’s dragging you into something.’

He shrugged. ‘It’s just Roland being Roland.’

‘You don’t have to keep …’ She had been going to say ‘lying for him’ but stopped herself.

‘I do. It’s what we are.’

‘Does your mother –?’

‘Oh, fuck.’

‘Paul.’

‘No. Really. Don’t talk about her.’

‘All right. In that case, are you going to tell me what’s happening?’ He blinked at her. ‘He’s been trying to help a girl. Someone we used to know when we were at school. You know, those kids from Clarence High we used to kick around with? And the girl from Collegiate you said was off the rails? You and Mum hated them.’

‘I don’t remember.’ There had been so many. Paul and Roland had gone to Fawkner School in Sandy Bay, but they had always had friends from other schools, kids Veronica and Alan didn’t know, from what Alan called ‘all walks of life’, by which he meant they were undesirable. There didn’t seem to be anything the parents could do about it. They couldn’t find out what the boys did with these groups. Alan liked to say their son had been led astray, mixed with the wrong crowd, but Veronica knew it wasn’t really like that.

‘Anyway, this is one of them. She’s … doesn’t matter. Treen. She’s got a partner called Dane and a little boy … and things are … not good.’ He spoke very flatly. ‘The kid’s getting hurt.’

A child who was hurt.

Look at him.

‘Treen’s been trying to get hold of Roland for a while now, trying to get him to come and help and now he’s come. He’s been working out how to get them away from Dane.’

‘Why did she ask Roland?’

‘Because he’s Roland.’

It was true. Roland had always been a fighter of lost causes. She could still see him, her gentle, plump boy, skin thin to the point of translucence, worrying about a sister’s cut knee, the neighbour’s wailing dog, a spider, endless questions about the goldfish Clinker – was he hungry, cold, hurt, lonely? Roland, hot, red, drained and unhappy, desperate to fix it all, exhausting himself.

‘There must be other people who can look after her?’

‘Well, yeah, you would think so. And I suppose there’s some department that’s keeping an eye on her. But they can’t watch them all the time. Treen won’t report Dane and the police can’t do anything unless she does. Isn’t that how it works?’

Veronica looked back towards the town. Across the front, hiding the gallery from view, were the old Marine Board buildings. They were built decades ago, with thick stone walls to shelter the occupants from the wind, facing resolutely out to the harbour, away from the mountain and all the wilderness that lay behind it.

‘And Roland’s been here for two weeks?’

‘He’s been trying to help – to just be, you know, a friend, while he thinks of what to do. He’s been taking the little guy for drives and things. I went sometimes, just to … I dunno. We even took him to Mum’s. That’s why Roland had to move out of Mum’s.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the kid had dirty feet and he jumped on the Chelmsford lounge suite. Mum went into one of her tirades. She took off his shoes and brushed them with some kind of brush. She was freaked. It was actually pretty funny.’ He laughed weakly and his eyes looked sadder, really tragic now. ‘So then she and Roland had this huge fight –’

‘Fight?’

‘Well, you know how Mum fights. It was completely silent, but Roland knew. He moved out and went to stay with the bookshop woman. But really he should just go away. There’s nothing he can do for Treen.’ His voice rose and thinned. He took a breath.

‘But he has tried.’

‘A few days ago he had some kind of run-in with Dane and got punched in the face. He’s all right. But there’s no hope for the situation. Treen is … really …’ He couldn’t find a word for her. ‘I mean … a lot of drugs and a lot of men.’ His voice was rising, becoming tighter. ‘And the child is just a monster. It’s really a horrible child. But I suppose you can’t blame it for that. What hope does it have with those parents?’

‘Not “it”, Paul.’

‘They’re just a nightmare. Just evil, hopeless people.’

‘You can’t say that.’

Suddenly he was distraught. ‘What?! What would you know?’ ‘Paul.’

‘No. You’ve got no idea.’

‘But –’

‘I say “There’s a kid being hurt” and you go “Oh dear, that’s no good”. That’s what people say.’ His eyes were black and wet. ‘We don’t think about it. When really … It’s the worst thing you’ve … It’s the worst thing that can ever be.’

She thought for a moment. ‘Hurt in what way?’

Paul drew in a breath as if he’d been stung. ‘No way. It doesn’t have to be special. It’s all …’ He gestured weakly. ‘He had … The little kid had … There was a night when he got bashed, that’s all. I was the one who … John and I …’

‘Tell me.’

‘Oh. No …’

‘Paul.’

‘It’s not something you tell. You don’t want to hear it.’

‘Paul.’

‘Ohhh.’

‘Paul.’

‘A few months ago I got a phone call.’ He stopped. He seemed to search for a better way to approach the story. ‘I mean, I never saw Treen. She was trying to get Roland to come, but you can’t get hold of him. You know that. And then one night things went really bad and she rang me.’

There were so many questions to ask. Veronica tried to keep it concrete. ‘This was when?’

‘In March. She said she needed help so I went to this house in the middle of the night. John came with me.’ His eyes slipped out of focus. One lid was lower than the other, so that they seemed to have different expressions, to be looking in different directions. ‘It was in Mornington. Treen and Dane had been having some kind of gathering. You know, lots of alcohol and loud music. I don’t think there were actually drugs of any kind at that point.’ He said that as if it was surprising. ‘But there were a lot of people there and the little boy had been hurt.’ It was after four. Evening falling. Streetlights were coming on, windows and signs lighting up.

‘John found him. He was lying in this horrible mouldy little back room. John had him lying down.’ His voice weakened again. ‘There was blood everywhere. Ahhh. The carpet was quite light so it looked … awful, just bright red … John had tried to wipe it off his face but … I thought he was dead. And John was calling the ambulance, so I was supposed to just sit with him and keep everyone else away.

‘But he started trying to get up. I touched him and he just screamed, so I didn’t do anything, and he got himself onto all fours. And then the blood started flowing again. He had this cut on his head and his head was tipped forward, so …’ Paul’s face contracted. ‘It was dripping off his … chin … And he couldn’t get going. He just stayed like that, swaying.’ Paul bent his knees, as if he was about to sit down, but then straightened them again. ‘Ohhh. So. Then I touched him again and he did lie down and I got to press a towel on his head. He made a noise, but then he just lay there.’

On the pier near them was a wooden block, trimmed in copper, a nautical seat for tourists. Paul went to it and sat down. As Veronica joined him he leaned forward, knees apart. He had never spoken of this, she realised. He had thought about it constantly but he had never had the words in his mouth before.

Veronica stared at the tiny harbour. There was a movement of waves towards her, but over that the reflections of black pylons remained steady. The lights from buildings and signs scattered into broken lines and random flashes, red and white and yellow.

After a while Paul sat up. ‘They got him to hospital. It was the most terrible, terrible …’ He looked down at his feet and then up, lifted his eyebrows as if to prevent tears. ‘Aaah.’

‘Oh, Paulie boy.’

Help me. Please. Roland wants you to help us. Mayson. Veronica had tripped on the pusher and bounced the child’s head.

Paul took a shaky breath. ‘Mayson had been hurt before, I think. This time he had broken ribs and a fractured skull and concussion. But then, while he was in hospital, Dane went to Western Australia. And anyway they couldn’t prove he’d done anything. Treen said Mayson had fallen off a cupboard.

‘So-o-o they released him back to Treen and she was living with an old friend, Belle Ahern, but then Dane came back to Hobart and moved in with the three of them and now they’re back to where they started. And then the kid was hurt again, not as badly, but this time Treen found Roland so he came down and waded in.’ He rubbed fingers up the sides of his nose. ‘But he can’t fix it.’

‘I’ll help him.’

‘He should just give up on it and go back to Kandina.’ Paul’s voice began to weaken. ‘There’s no hope. It’s just … a kind of hell.’

She watched the lights on the water, fragments of red, yellow. And blue. But that couldn’t be right. There was nothing blue around the pier or the road. There was a sign on the chandler’s and a light on the angel at the Mission to Seafarers but they were both too far away to be reflected here. Blue was impossible. Which proved in some way that none of this – this day, her standing here with Paul, Roland, the bruise, the little boy – none of it was real.

Paul said, ‘He should just go.’

‘He won’t, though, will he?’

‘That little guy. He was just … swaying.’

‘Oh, Paul.’

He rubbed his face. ‘And look. I’m not tolerant like Roland. I think some of these people are just bad people and they can’t be … we can’t fix it and we should just walk away. Roland isn’t like that. And that’s good. I know it is. He’s wonderful.’ This was like a conversation from years ago. For a moment she felt herself slipping back, didn’t know what year it was.

‘His only weakness is he doesn’t pick and choose. He cares about everyone. Even the lost causes. Especially the lost causes.’

She tried to help him, found something from the past. ‘Alan says it’s our fault. When Roland was little we told him we’d named him after the fairy tale, “Childe Rowland” – a young prince who rescues children from under a mountain. It’s not true, of course. We picked the name because we liked it. But Childe Rowland became a family joke.’

Of course, like all these things, the joke had contained a sharp crystal of truth. And maybe that, in turn, had acted as an influence, a tiny point of definition. Whatever the reason, Roland had always been a self-appointed righter of wrongs.

‘Yeah. He told me. But I thought it was a poem.’

Yes, it was that too. At one time or another they had read him all the stories. He was the knight in the poem, riding bravely towards a Dark Tower, without hope, to fight evil where no-one else had succeeded.

They thought he had forgotten about it. But now he was back. Childe Roland, back from the Saracen wars, back from the warmer lands, from under the mountain, from behind the church. Roland. Back to save them all.

Veronica looked out at the water, all the ridiculous, nonsensical light. ‘He wasn’t supposed to take it seriously.’

Chapter 7

______

Veronica had a missed call from Georgie and now there was a string of long texts. Instead of reading them, she started the car and rang her as she drove home.

‘I spoke to Dad. He’s in Hahndorf.’ Georgie’s voice was hard. That was partly a function of the car speakers, but she was cutting her words short. ‘There was someone else with him. I could hear that whiny voice. It’s the receptionist woman. He’s got her there with him.’

In a way, Georgie had always known this was happening. Sons and daughters always knew; not the details, but – even from across town, even from across the country – they sense the way things are. Now, confronted with evidence, she was furious. Her adored father.

‘Well, say something.’

‘Sweetheart.’

‘So I Skyped Libby and she says he’s done it a lot.’

‘Oh no, it’s –’

‘Libby said Dad’s a slut.

‘Georgie.’

‘No wonder she won’t come back from Rotterdam.’

‘That’s not why.’

You couldn’t protect them. That was what you had to learn. Your children are going to feel pain and there will be nothing you can do about it.

‘Tom knows too. He never comes home. No-one ever comes home. I should have realised.’

‘Tom is in Melbourne for his career. Libby has Praveen. He’s got the job until the end of semester. Then he looks like getting the lec-tureship in Scotland.’

‘I can’t believe you never told me.’

‘Come on, George.’

‘Fucking bastard.’

‘My big girl.’

Then, aggressively, as if this was some kind of retaliation, ‘Have you found Roland?’

‘George.’ They needed to talk about Alan, about the separation. ‘Tom and Libby and I rang people. He’s in Hobart. Someone saw him driving around in Paul’s car. The old blue Honda.’

‘Yes. He was staying with Lesley for a while. He’s not there anymore.’

‘So Paul’s known all along. I told you he lied. And there’s something weird going on. Roland’s been asking people about adopting children, or fostering them or something. And he’s been asking around about AVOs. For domestic violence cases. It sounds like typical Roland stuff. He’ll be mixed up in some huge disaster.’

‘I know where he’s staying. I haven’t managed to talk to him yet, but I’ll go and see him tonight.’

‘I’ll come.’

‘Oh, sweetheart. No.’ At least Veronica could take that burden. It was only Monday evening and Georgie’s biochemistry conference was complicated. In their different ways, her children were all under pressure at work. And now they had to come to terms with their father’s new life. ‘Roland is my problem.’ He had always been hers.

‘I could help you. I could have helped you with Dad.’

‘Dad is not something for you to worry about.’

‘Shit, Mum.’

So they were back on Alan again. ‘Things are never simple.’ Weak. She sounded weak.

‘Mum, I’m not stupid.’

‘George.’

‘And you need me to help you with Roland. You don’t realise what he does.’

‘Of course I realise. I’m his mother.’

‘No, he manipulates you. You and Lesley. He’ll be asking you to do all this stuff and you’ll be jumping through hoops for him. But there’ll be something else going on. There’ll be a secret agenda.’

‘It’s not your –’

‘You’ll see. He’ll pretend he’s helping with something but really it will be serving some purpose of his own. It’s how he always does things.’

‘Georgina, it’s not your problem.’ Georgie hung up.

The next day the weather broke. Around noon, the temperature dropped ten degrees in ten minutes and a south-westerly blasted the town with fine stinging rain. On the mountain there was snow down to Fern Tree.

That continued for two days. Veronica made several trips back to the bookshop. It was locked and silent, but the car was always in the yard. She pictured Roland and Judith in there, huddled together in the gloom, ignoring her knocking.

She kept trying Roland’s phone. She rang every Hobart person who might have seen him. She rang Paul several times.

An email came from Alan saying he had rented an apartment in Wapping and an agent had a key and she could move any of his things that were in the way.

She began to paint the sky, in great washes of transparent white and grey. The paintings were all failures. By Thursday she had five watercolours, lying dry and lifeless on the trolley in the hall.

After lunch the rain began to clear. She drove past a bonfire and began to think about flame. She took one of Alan’s precious mountaineering books out to the terrace, scrunched up some of the pages, and set fire to it. She photographed it burning, to paint later. Then she went to get some more. Golf books, sailing books. After a while, she stopped taking photographs and just watched.

As the books burned, the pages blackened and curled. New pages arched up to join the burning ones, sucked up, she supposed, by the heat. The paper turned silver, then white, then crumbled to powder.

She had read somewhere about a man burning holy books. When he threw the books on the fire the paper burned away, but the letters, protected by some property of ink maybe, survived for a second. Instead of shrivelling they glowed, and then, swirling in the hot current, they rose into the air.

The letters in Alan’s books darkened, then became shadows on the silver, then they disappeared. Nothing rose.

But as she looked at the letters, changing and not floating, she heard some words again, and dies while it recoils. She remembered where she had heard them. They were from ‘Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came’. The old woman. The old witch. She was quoting the poem Roland thought of as his own. He had been talking to her. Instead of his mother, or even Lesley, Roland was talking to that nasty old drunk. Heaven only knew what kind of help she was providing, what kind of influence she had over him.

Veronica decided to try the bookshop one more time.

There was less traffic today. In Macquarie Street a station wagon slowed and turned into a driveway. Wind blew a fine spray of rain at her, but the weather was clearing, the snow mostly gone. Today the mountain was partly covered by ragged streaks of cloud, with one corner of the Organ Pipes showing, hard and straight.

The Honda was still visible over the fence and the door of the bookshop was still locked. There was no sign of movement.

A car door slammed, causing her instinctively to turn. Across the road was Sutton’s Hotel. There was a ute in the drive-in bottle shop and two people standing at the cash register. The ute came down the driveway and went past, the driver looking at her. She stepped back, glared again at the shop’s upstairs windows.

Her phone beeped. A text message. Roland.

Thu, 21 Jul 2.34 pm
I need you to go to the slipping place

Chapter 8

______

You can see the cold, she thought. It was there in the blackness of rock, the tightness of heath, in curls of silent mist. Veronica was a thousand metres up, on the path across the front of the mountain, and the icy air was cutting into her, despite her coat and gloves. She was well above the forests, in a field of broken rocks, spotted with lichen. Further up, the Organ Pipes loomed forward, heavy and wet, their tops streaked with moving cloud. The slope was almost vertical, with the road out of sight a long way below. It was difficult to believe you could make it down safely.

She put a hand on a silver log to steady herself and looked outwards. Up here the sky appeared not as a lid but as a great violet space. Somewhere in the south, a break in the cloud allowed through a trail of pure light which, before it reached the land, dissolved into mist. And all that emptiness, for some reason, made her more aware of the mountain, the immense unforgiving weight of it, the feeling it always gave her, that there was something she was supposed to know.

After the first message Roland had sent another:

Thu, 21 Jul 2.37 pm
Right now. Please. Mum please go to the slipping place now.

She had already been on the way up the mountain and had had to stop the car to read this, sitting dangerously on the narrow edge of Strickland Avenue.

Right now. She sat in the car, brooding. She should be angry with Roland, should have been burning his books, not Alan’s. Roland had abandoned her in the same way Alan had, except that he wouldn’t let her be. It wasn’t in his nature simply to stay away. As a child he had operated in a constant state of conflict between rejecting her and running to her for help. This time, true to form, he had staged only a partial disappearance from which he was managing to haunt her. His latest catastrophe was being revealed to her in terrible stories and glimpses and second-hand reports.

And now, finally, as he always did, he had brought the mess right up to her. He was mixed up with an alcoholic and a mother who took drugs. A child had been hurt, dreadfully hurt. Roland had been trying to fix things. That had proved impossible. Now he needed help. And what had he done about that? He had sent a text.

The message was vintage Roland too – bizarre, operatic in tone, and nonsensical. But it also conveyed, as far as anything could be conveyed on these tiny screens, genuine distress. So no, she wasn’t angry or even indignant. She was sick with apprehension.

Then, before she had started the car, there had been another message:

Thu, 21 Jul 2.50 pm
I’m so sorry.

Apology as afterthought. Another of Roland’s specialties. But then there had been a fourth text, sent unfinished, possibly by mistake:

Thu, 21 Jul 2.54 pm
Mum I need

A tiny phrase and a huge one. Universal. A timeless imperative. At this point, faced with his irrationality, she had realised that it was important for her to stay calm, to think and not to rush. The mountain would be freezing. She turned the car in a driveway and drove home for walking shoes and warm clothes before heading back up to Pinnacle Road.

Despite the wind and the remnant snow, she had found the gate at the Springs open. There had been nobody else on the road. She had parked at the Chalet and climbed past the stone picnic shelter and walked up, under the prehistoric banksias and through snow gums, grey, streaked with peachy orange. Then, for the first time in years, she had started out towards the Slipping Place.

She couldn’t think what might be behind the message. It was hard to see how it could relate to his friend and her child. Treen. Mayson. He wouldn’t have brought them up here in this weather, with the snow only just cleared. The most likely thing she could think of was that there was going to be a message he had left here, some theatrical gesture. Maybe Roland himself would be here, wanting to talk to her in this beautiful place with its happy memories.

As it was, she almost missed the entrance. The little cairn the boys had built, all those years ago, had been knocked down, the smooth rocks scattered along the edges of the path. She didn’t notice them at first, maybe because of the eye-watering cold. But when she was almost past them, she stopped and went back. This was a place only her family knew, a gap between two boulders, edged now, but not then, with a mountain pinkberry and a tiny candle heath. Roland used to chant from the fairy tale when he got here, and the door did open and he went in and he was in darkness. But instead of darkness the gap led to a mossy cleft, then a climb up to a flat rock, surrounded by bushes and open to the view. This was the place where Lesley had handed out the custard creams. And just beyond that, still there, glowing white in the icy afternoon, was the fallen tree where the boys had played their sliding game.

Veronica found the gap narrower than before. Her hips brushed the sides and when she heaved herself up the large steps there were complaints in knees and ankles. She braced herself before the last one, stood waist high to the rock, gloved hands lumped before her, and then she stopped. Someone was there, in front of her, on the rock.

In her early days Veronica had spent years managing a GPs’ surgery and after that she had raised four kids. She knew what to do with surprises, especially unpleasant ones. Slow down. Stop. Focus inwards. This time she had two reactions very quickly. First a startle, a catch of breath, a sting of nerve endings, then, instinctively realising the person on the rock presented no danger, she had a social response. Her mouth opened. It was possible she made a noise, but that was torn away by wind before she could hear it. And after that, as it became clear what it was she was seeing, both of those responses fell away and she was aware only of the growing, soaking cold.

On the rock in front of her, lying immobile in the frozen wind, was a girl, a young woman. Nearest Veronica was a boot, plastic heeled with a platform sole, cheap and cracked from the walk here. The other foot was bare. The girl’s arms were half bare too, and yellowish. Her face was hard, mottled. Her eyes were open.

Veronica pushed herself up onto the rock. She took three small steps to stand above the dead girl, feet apart, looking down. There was a moan now, a high, sad wail, echoing somewhere in her head. Very clear. It was almost a sound.

Long, straight hair: blonde, darkened by moisture. Treen from the bookshop. Treen from Paul’s story. Treen with the injured child. Roland said you’d help me.

And at the same time, it wasn’t her, not Treen at all, but an object, something made to look like her, more a shop dummy than a version of the living girl. The legs looked hard and thin. The boot looked fake, solid, like a block of wood. And the one bare foot was greyish blue, plastic, with long, curled, inhuman toes – animal claws.

For a moment Veronica could not feel her own feet, her connection with the rock. She was aware only of the air around her, the immeasurable space. She put a hand out, into nothing. The wind here was treacherous. It felt solid. You thought it would hold you up, but snatch at it and it would vanish. If you leaned on the wind you would fall to the rock. Lie there. Like the girl. The body, the not-girl.

Somewhere a thought was trying to intrude. Roland. Roland had known about this. He had sent her here to sort it out. Oh, Roland, what is this? What have you …? But she couldn’t afford this now. She pushed all thoughts away.

She had found something terrible, and very large. She formed the word again in her mind. Large.

Words could hold the mind. They could be clung to.

She gathered sensory details, placed them deliberately into her consciousness – vibrating bushes, the coarse grain of the rock, the mossy tree trunk and, behind her, the sudden edge.

Treen … the body … Treen had jeans that were cut low at the top, revealing some inches of hip flesh. Above that there was only a striped T-shirt. She was lying on her side facing the mountain, knees bent at different angles, as if she had been crawling somewhere and had toppled sideways. On one wrist there was a silver bracelet with chain links and a big clunky clasp. The other arm was above her head, the three-quarter sleeve exposing a stretch of bloodless skin. Near that hand there was a jacket, a puffy synthetic thing. Treen’s face was tipped up towards the jacket, almost as if she was trying to catch it. Her hands were waxen and blotched, no sign of a vein. The finger ends looked torn. They were stained with black dirt and with a lighter brown, blood maybe.

Not far from her hands, on the wall behind the rock, some stones had been dislodged. Most of the stones were grey, but there was one that was smooth and white. And there was a patch of moss that had been scraped away, exposing hard black mud.

Hypothermia. People did this, when they were dying of cold. They undressed themselves. And they dug in the ground. Some kind of burrowing reflex. It didn’t bear thinking about. As she was dying, this girl, this poor young thing, had scratched at the earth until her fingers bled.

There was a sudden space in the wind, a momentary stillness. A pool of mist thickened beside her, circled for a second, softly bright, then rushed past.

Please go to the slipping place right now. Roland knew this girl was here. Had he seen her before she died? Had he been here?

The skin of Treen’s face was colourless, but not yellow. Not bluish either, no hint of marble. It was more a blighted grey, tinged, if anything, with orange. A kind of oyster. The silly word made Veronica want to laugh. She lifted a hand to her mouth and found that the other hand was already there. Now she was remembering mountaineering stories, some man who had been taken for dead but had come to life again and crawled into camp kilometres away. Veronica had to touch her. More than this, if she was alive, Veronica had to hold her, take off her own coat, lie down, share her warmth. She pressed her hands into her mouth, gave herself another second, then pulled off a glove and knelt down.

There was no snow on the girl’s face. No frost. No iced-up eyelids, as in films. Treen was just wet. Her face was threaded with tiny red lines. At the corners, the cracked lips were the same colour as the rest of the face, but in the centre they were black.

Help me. Please.

Veronica herself felt stiff. She felt that it would be impossible to move her own arm forward. But it did move.

The cheek was hard – not like marble, like rubber – swollen with water. But the membrane was delicate as if, at too much pressure, it would shatter.

She pulled her hand back. Her knees were hurting on the frozen rock, but before she allowed herself to stand, she reached out again, put a finger to the pulse in the neck. Softer here, but no movement. She looked again at the eyes, lids smeared with black make-up, the rims a dark, dark red.

No hope, then. No need to do more. There was a flood of relief – immoral, unpardonable relief – and with it a full awareness of the horror of what she was seeing, what she had touched. This time she heard the noise she made, an ugly sobbing, sucking sound. This would have to be controlled. She pulled her hand away quickly and reached for her phone.

Chapter 9

______

Three years ago, Veronica had framed one of her early drawings and hung it on her kitchen wall. It was a waratah, done in a forest near the Meander. Now she was standing in front of it, mesmerised – by the fine filaments, the Fibonacci curls. She couldn’t understand it, that mathematical precision, the impossible delicacy, the stillness. She couldn’t remember drawing it, ever being that … It seemed a long time ago.

She tried to think about all the time between the drawing and this night in her kitchen, but somehow she had lost the ability to imagine time, lost the ability to divide it, to track things. Here, standing at her bench in one little pool of light, with the dark house around her, looking at this picture, it didn’t seem to mean anything to say that something had happened a long time ago.

According to the oven clock it was eleven thirty. Had she spent hours at the police station, or hours here, looking at this drawing? She remembered coming home. The poor policewoman who had been roped in to drive her here had been sombre and diligent and so tenderly young that Veronica found herself wanting to protect her from the knowledge of what was on the mountain. The policewoman had opened Veronica’s iron gate, driven the car into the garage, then walked back out to a police car waiting in the street. She had closed the gate carefully behind her.

But when had that been?

The downstairs heaters had come on at four but the cold of the mountain had stayed with her. She put a palm on her iron clay uten-sil pot, the brown-grey earthenware. Hard. Gritty. She drew on its strength.

She had to act – to think first, and then to act.

First she needed to remember what she had said to the policeman, Detective Sergeant … No, the name had gone. She pictured him: late thirties, clear skinned, muscular, voice and movements carefully modulated, podgy around the middle. He had creases ironed carefully into his shirtsleeves. She kept wondering if he had just arrived at work or if he kept a clean shirt in the building for important interviews.

There had been a woman detective, who helped take her statement, but it had been the man who had led the interview. He had asked her what she had been doing on the mountain. She told them a preposterous story – that she had gone for a walk to visit an old favourite picnic spot. She tried to persuade them that she had been moved by some kind of misplaced nostalgia to drive up the Pinnacle Road into a gale and sit on a wet rock.

‘On the mountain,’ said the policeman. ‘In a blizzard.’

She didn’t correct the meteorology, just shrugged and claimed that she was a keen bushwalker. This caused a movement of the policeman’s eyebrows. She no longer looked like a hardy outdoor type.

She had tried to think clearly. Above all, she didn’t want to connect Roland with Treen’s body. He had to be picked carefully out of the story. As a defence she had tried affecting a degree of middleaged befuddlement.

It was plain that she was under suspicion herself. Before they let her come home, they had left her alone in a room for a long time. And now they would surely watch her house. That meant she couldn’t go to look for Roland tonight. Going out in the morning would appear more normal. Possibly they would follow her, but that couldn’t be helped. But for now she would have to stay put. She tried ringing Roland, and Paul, but neither answered.

Several times during the course of the interviews, the police had offered to contact someone for her but she had declined. She still didn’t want to ring anyone. No friends or neighbours, not Alan, none of the three children whose whereabouts she did know. She couldn’t drag any of them into this. She had been evasive with the police, and at some point she had probably lied to them. She couldn’t now remember precisely what she had said. They would be following up on everything. She would have to talk to them again. But she was certain about one thing. This was something only for Roland and her.

From here on she had to make sure she acted carefully and didn’t make matters worse. What was required was clear thinking.

She walked around the table, turned on some more lights, touched the fridge door, then went past it and ended up back at the bench again.

Roland.

Roland and a dead girl.

Mum, please go to the slipping place. Right now.

He had known. It was there in the urgency. Roland knew there was something important (an awful, inadequate word for it) on that rock on the mountain. Someone had told him … or no, if someone had told him such a fantastic story, that there was a dead girl lying on his childhood picnic site, he would have gone to see for himself. He had seen it, then. He had found Treen. And she must have been already dead. If not, he would have called an ambulance, waited, or carried her. He would not have left her there.

So why had he run? Why had he sent his mother to the mountain? There was something she wasn’t seeing.

Roland. Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came. Where was he now? What was he thinking? What did he know?

I’m so sorry.

Veronica had to eat. She had to keep herself functioning because she was crucial to this. She put some almonds in the microwave, mostly for the warm smell, then went to the fridge and shovelled some of yesterday’s tagine into a pan. She fed Ridley, pulled his mat back into its corner and returned to the stove.

Roland had seen the dead girl on the mountain. He had seen her black mouth, the blotchy waxiness of her skin. He might have felt her too. Yes. Roland would have touched Treen. Veronica knew it. He would have done that.

A wave of cinnamon-scented steam. The tagine was dotted with vibrating points of colour, scarlet and yellow and orange, and little dots of glossy black.

Roland had seen the dead girl on the rock at the Slipping Place. He hadn’t felt he could call the police. Instead he had called the only person he could. And then he had run and hidden. Why? Could he be guilty in some way? Guilty of what?

Start again. What about Treen? What had happened to her? She had died of hypothermia, surely. She was nowhere near the tree the boys had slipped on, all those years ago. The rocks above her sloped away, so she couldn’t have fallen from above and landed where she was. And if she had fallen, or stumbled and hit her head, there would have been visible injuries, blood. All the signs, at least from Veronica’s limited and long-past experience, seemed to point to hypothermia. But how had she got to the rock? The police hadn’t talked to Veronica about that. But they would be talking about it now, running through the possibilities. And she must do that too.

From Tuesday lunchtime to early Thursday, the mountain had been blasted with snow and south-westerlies, the road closed. Treen must have got up there before that had begun. Veronica had seen her on Monday at lunchtime. So she went to the mountain on Monday afternoon or Tuesday morning. But how had she got up there? There had been no other car at the Chalet, and Veronica hadn’t seen one at the Springs, or at any of the other parking spots. But Treen must have come from one of those places. The alternatives were to scramble over rocks and through bushes, down from the Pinnacle or up from the road, or to walk up the Fingerpost Track; all virtually impossible, especially in those shoes. But if she had driven there by herself there would have been a car. So no. Someone had brought her in a car and then driven it away. Someone had taken that poor girl to the mountain. It would have been impossible even for a strong person to carry her to the rock. The path was too difficult. So they must have persuaded her to walk there, persuaded her to stumble along the uneven, treacherous path. And then, either deliberately or accidentally, they had left her there, either lost her on the mountain or left her sitting on the rock. And then they had driven away.

Roland wouldn’t do that. If he had lost Treen on the mountain he would have called for help and he would not have given up searching. It was inconceivable. This wasn’t the kind of knowledge the police would accept. It was the sort of thing all indulgent mothers said about wayward sons. But in Roland’s case it was true. She did know it. He would not have left a girl there if she had been alive.

Alive. Treen, once alive. Roland said you’d help us. Treen had been sick, poorly nourished, not very clean. But she had a child. And she was young. Roland’s age. Not ready for death. Not … timed for it. Beneath all Veronica’s thoughts there was something still and flat and cold, something like nausea. It might be there forever, she thought, a new knowledge that young people – hard-limbed, fool-ish, angry, desperate young people – can die.

All of us.

Help us. Please.

Move on. Or rather, move back, to Treen lost and abandoned on the mountain. Why had she stayed? Why not get back to the road and walk home? Was she hurt in some way that wasn’t visible? Had she died of something other than hypothermia? Or had she been asked to wait, or simply been so tired that she had gone to sleep and had frozen? Could she have decided to stay there? Had she wanted to die?

Surely, Veronica thought, that isn’t how these things happen. Even people who believe themselves to be miserable would have trouble simply waiting to die. They couldn’t stand the suffering. It was human instinct. To fight for life.

So had she been hurt in some way? Drugged unconscious? Had she drugged herself?

There was no way of knowing.

One more question, something Veronica had put aside because the implications of it were large enough to push away all other thought.

The Slipping Place.

She turned off the burner under the tagine, took a bottle of chardonnay from the fridge, poured a large glass and drank. The wine left a chilled trail in her throat and chest, and set an ache in the corners of her jaw.

Treen, dead at the Slipping Place – a place that was invisible from the path and difficult to get to, a place that the Cruikshanks felt was their secret.

She remembered the day they had first sat there: Lesley and Veronica, Tom, Libby and Georgie, Roland and Paul, flushed with exertion and fresh air. She remembered the view, the curves of land receding into ocean, blue-grey water blending with blue-white sky. And Hobart, flat and pastel, pinkish brown, pressed along the sides of the river and back against the hills. Everyone had been squabbling over the custard creams. Lesley had sorted it out, let everyone have two. Oh, Veronica, what harm can it do? This was something that needed to be explained. Treen had died within Cruikshank family space.

Veronica picked up a tea towel, pulled out the almonds, dished up her food and turned to the table. And here there was a surprise. All the stuff had been pushed back, leaving a space on her Irish linen mat and here, amid a scatter of salt, there was a book. A paperback. She put the plate down beside it.

Silas Marner by George Eliot. She put a hand on the book, rubbed it, pressed it, as if to confirm it was real. It was one of Roland’s, she was almost sure. It had been with his others on the shelves in the family room.

‘Roland?’

She had said it too quietly. She went to the corridor and tried again, ‘Roland?’

No answer. She stood looking past all the stacked furniture, to the staircase, the stained glass of the front door, backlit by the porch light. The doors to the study, the dining room and the guest room were all closed. She looked back to the white door that led to the laundry. She peered into the TV room, once called the Snug, and later renamed the Stuffy. Nothing. When she had arrived home, the back door had been locked, the alarm system on. Apart from the family, the only person with the alarm code and keys was Veronica’s friend Miriam, and she wouldn’t move things around, and she certainly wouldn’t dig out a book. Alan and Tom were on the mainland, Libby was in the Netherlands and as far as she knew Georgie wasn’t even aware the bookshelf existed. So it had to have been Roland.

The house had to be checked. She wasn’t going to be able to think clearly until she’d done it. She went around the rooms, turning on lights before her as she went, calling for him. Upstairs she made herself check every cold bedroom, every bathroom, the junk-filled TV room.

In the family room there were boxes stacked against the bookshelves. She edged them back and looked at the books. In his later school years, the height of his reading obsession, Roland had filled the bottom three shelves and arranged his books according to era. George Eliot would have been on the shelf at thigh height. There was a space there. Not a large one – another book had tipped slightly to fill it – but the books used to be tight and now they were loose. Roland had taken the book from here.

She went back to the kitchen and looked at Silas Marner. Roland had asked her to go to the mountain. She had found a dead girl. And while she was up there he had come into the house and put this book on her table where she would see it. He hadn’t eaten anything. There would be signs. So he had come here specifically to get this book and place it where she was bound to find it. This was a message.

She picked it up. It was very slim. The front cover had a painting of greeting-card gaudiness, showing an old man and a little girl in a room filled with pelargoniums and something that was almost, but not quite, vincas.

There were no notes attached, nothing written on the flyleaf. The message was the book itself. She turned it over again. George Eliot. Silas Marner. She had a vague feeling there had been a movie. She found her glasses and read the blurb. ‘… the linen weaver of Raveloe restored to life by the orphan Eppie …’

There was nothing significant she could make of this. And the effort just seemed too great. Suddenly she felt exhausted, aware of the house hanging heavily around her. She stood for a while, looking at Ridley on his mat, then leaned down to put a hand on him. The warm, slightly tacky, feeling of ancient dog. If they were both younger, if her knees were more cooperative and he was more willing to stand up, she would have hugged him. Now best to let him sleep. She straightened, put the book back on the table and washed the sticky-old-dog smell off her hand, then went to her corner of the family room. She grabbed the chair with the flaking arms that Alan called psoriasis and dragged it over in front of the French window. She dug out Britta’s handspun, hand-knitted rug, scratchy and hot and coming apart in the stitching. She put a side table next to the chair and turned on the garden lights, then made several trips back to the kitchen to collect the tagine, quince and polenta tart, King Island cream, the wine and some cheddar and water, and arranged it all within reach. Then she sat in her chair with the rug on her knees.

It was still windy outside. One of those southerlies that roared across the river and slapped around Sandy Bay before scattering against the bypass and the foothills. Somehow, despite the big stone walls, pockets of it were getting into the garden, making the bushes jump around.

She didn’t feel like any of the food. Its purpose had been to provide soothing activity, the ritual of gathering and preparing. She gulped at the wine. This was one of Alan’s best, Giaconda. Wasted on her tonight. What was it she was supposed to taste? Toast? Grass? And what was the other one? The ludicrous … gooseberry.

I ask you.

There was something she should be seeing. Something in a half-light. Just out of sight, at the edge of her thoughts, something that vanished as she turned towards it.

Roland … and a book.

During his late teens Roland seemed to do nothing but read. It became a family joke. Apparently there were only twenty million books that had ever been written. Roland must have read them all by now.

The wind was rising again, the pines swinging wildly against a silver streetlight. Over near the driveway the rhododendron, caught in a pocket of gusts and whirls, thrashed around in a kind of mad euphoria, as if it was trying to twist itself free of the earth and heli-copter away.

For some reason, at the sight, she got up from the chair and went to the nearest pile of boxes. She took out a doll that Tom had made at school, an ugly painted wooden thing, two feet high, with uneven eyes and a wonky hat. It had been christened Gargoyle, which had then become Gargle. She sat down and put the horrible hard thing on her lap and hugged it.

She had no way of knowing what Roland knew or what the book meant. All that remained was to worry about how he was. He would be stunned, sickened, as she was.

She tried his phone one more time. He didn’t answer.

Then there was nothing more that could be done. She pulled the rug higher on her chest and put the wooden monster on top of it. Tomorrow she would tell her friends and her children what had happened to her. This was necessary. They would find out eventually and not to have said anything would be suspicious. But she would not mention Roland. Instead she would look for him. She would go to the bookshop. If she couldn’t find him there she would go back to Paul.

The thought of tomorrow reminded her, she had agreed to go to Joss Dourif’s house at seven thirty in the morning, to meet her three gardening friends. They were meant to be organising a barbecue for a Landcare group, over breakfast. She sent another text, saying she couldn’t come.

And then she stopped thinking. She stared out at her terrace, at the cracked blue pot with the echeveria, its one ungainly stalk of a flower. She could make out the pale buds of camellias, fleshy white against the black garden. Behind them, faintly lit, clematis leaves shivering on the sandstone wall.

She closed her eyes.

And now, just as Veronica had known she would, the dead girl came back. She began to imagine what it had been like for Treen, minute by minute – the rock and the wind and the drop at the edge of the platform, the immeasurable emptiness, the cold. It was beyond bearing, but to brush this aside didn’t seem fair, or right. She had to acknowledge what Treen had suffered. This was owed. To the dead. By the living, the not-yet-dead.

Cold shrinks away from you, but it also clamps. It strips flesh and squeezes at bone. To die of cold would be to have all that emptiness press right in to the centre of you, to feel yourself dissipate … But was it like that?

She had heard that people dying of hypothermia became confused, ceased to understand what was happening. They became warm. That’s why they undressed. She hoped that had come quickly.

Or was that worse than cold? Was it like burning? She could picture Treen uncurling, pulling off the jacket, crawling, thrashing in fury at the rock, scraping at the thin, unrelenting earth. And what happened after all that? After suffering? Dying. She had no way of imagining what it is like to die. It was an experience she herself would have one day, but at that point she, Veronica, would have ceased to exist. She had been thinking about that this morning. Or was it yesterday? Death was always coming, to everyone. It was always coming but could never arrive.

Veronica wiped at her face. She rubbed at the rough wool of the blanket. She tried to empty her mind, to forget about the mountain and the dark bedrooms above her. She put her hand on the hard doll, the silly round wooden head, and tried to think about her family – Tom in Melbourne, Alan cycling, Georgina with her corporate nonsense, Libby in Rotterdam with the ambitious academic. All alive. All temporarily alive.

She pushed back into the mouldy, feathery smell of the cushion, trying to picture their faces, their shapes, trying to imagine them here, wondering what they would say about this. And wishing that one of them, that just one of them, any one, would come home.

Chapter 10

______

‘What do you mean, “difficult experience”?’ said Miriam. ‘You’re showing your age, you know. No-one texts words like that.’ Miriam, Britta and Joss were at the door, panting slightly from running through the drizzle.

Veronica’s head felt swollen, liquid at the back, a swimming feeling when she moved. She dredged up a smile. ‘Hello, Snarks.’

The kids had called them that. The Snarks. The Rule of Three. It wasn’t a friendly name. But the Snarks seemed to like it. ‘You should’ve done it without me.’

‘We need you to draw up menus.’ Miriam’s lips were freshly painted. ‘You know what volunteers are like about their salads.’ She pushed past Veronica, edged into the crowded hall and rested her basket on the carver chair. ‘Besides, we can’t let you say stupid things and not explain. Living alone in this catastrophe, with no husband to speak of. If you go gaga people will say it was our fault. They’ll say, “Where were her friends?”’

Britta and Joss were looking apologetic. This visit had been Miriam’s idea. Now she hoicked up the basket again and said, ‘We haven’t had breakfast.’

‘I have to go out.’

‘That’s all right.’ Miriam wobbled her head, making the black curls bob around. ‘We’ll be quick. Madam Mussolini’s coming to the shop at nine to complain about an evening jacket.’ For a second she was distracted by whatever it was she saw in Veronica’s face, but all she did was make an anxious little sucking sound and a pained grimace. ‘And I’ve got Drippy Liz on this morning, so if I don’t get there it’ll be a bloodbath.’

Veronica stood back for Joss to get through the crowded hall. Britta showed her a tray of herb seedlings, and turned away towards the vegie garden.

In the kitchen, Miriam picked up the bowl of half-eaten tagine and dumped it on the draining board. ‘What have you done to yourself? You look like the Hunchback of Notre Dame. And not in a good way.’ She pulled a jar out of her bag. She had brought green-gages. Precious. Only four bottles left and summer was months away. ‘You’ve only had toast, haven’t you? I can always tell.’ She wiggled the jar of plums.

‘If we must,’ said Veronica. It was a game they played, to force food on each other, to pretend to be reluctant. But she couldn’t help a smile.

Jocelyn swept her long, fair hair over a shoulder and began making pikelets. She knew where everything was. Veronica watched her, a womanly woman, with a way of bending her spine and settling down into her hips, graceful to watch.

Miriam swept up the mess on the table and dumped it all on a chair. The white stone that Veronica had found on her back steps fell to the floor, making Ridley jump and shuffle closer to the wall. Miriam gave it a curious look but left it there. Somewhere in the pile of papers was the newspaper report about the ‘barn grave baby’, but it wasn’t visible. Veronica put out four placemats. Miriam joined Joss at the bench, and they all began talking about coffee and the old electric frypan and then about the food for the barbecue.

When the food was ready they sat at the table in front of the kitchen window. Far off at the side of the garden, they could see Britta engrossed in her plants. She would be in in her own time and never expected them to wait. Pikelets and plums, butter, vanilla, demerara sugar: a rich golden taste. They scraped out what was left of the cream. Miriam and Joss ate for a while and then looked at Veronica expectantly. They knew she was holding something back.

So she told them about the girl on the mountain. At first they gasped and groaned, and then they asked questions and Miriam made several conventional exclamations of horror, but by the end of the story they had both gone quiet.

‘Black lips,’ said Joss.

‘That happens, does it?’ said Miriam.

‘Something to do with cells freezing.’ Veronica kept her voice steady. She was used to thinking about this now, or possibly too tired to let it worry her. Numb. And she had to keep her wits about her, not mention Roland. She had met Miriam, Joss and Britta twelve years ago, in a permaculture workshop. They were friends from a world that was separate from her children. Unlike Lesley, they did not understand Roland. They would judge and leap to conclusions.

‘Like lettuce at the back of the fridge,’ said Miriam, not intending to be funny and quickly looking ashamed. ‘Oh.’

‘They do take their clothes off.’ Joss had her fingers on her throat, but kept her perpetual calm. ‘I’ve heard that somewhere.’

When Britta came in, they insisted Veronica tell the story again. It was the sort of thing people needed to hear more than once, and Miriam seemed to have forgotten about her shop. While the story was told, Britta stood up and looked out the windows, as if she’d like to be back in the garden. Then she joined them.

Miriam said, ‘It’s horrible. Horrible. You poor, poor thing.’ She had her elbows on the table, fists in front of her chest, almost praying. She put a hand out towards Veronica. They all stared at her red nails.

‘Not me,’ said Veronica. She looked at her empty plate: cream streaked with yellow-green syrup, three golden crumbs.

‘You didn’t know her?’ Britta had her hair cropped short. She wore practical working clothes, jeans and T-shirts and jumpers. She had a knack for getting to the core of things.

‘No, of course not.’

‘You just happened to go for a walk up there?’

‘Yes.’

‘On a kind of whim?’

‘Yes.’

‘And there she was.’

‘Oh,’ said Miriam.

‘Well.’ Britta pulled her wrists back into the loose sleeves of her hand-knitted jumper. She was looking closely at Veronica’s face. She said, ‘That’ll teach you to have these ideas.’

‘Did it make it into the paper?’ said Miriam.

Veronica hadn’t thought of the paper. Miriam went to the desk to get the laptop.

Britta said, ‘In the text you said you had to go somewhere. Where are you going today in such a hurry?’

‘I have to ask someone about Roland.’ For a moment Veronica longed to tell them everything. She had an enormous yearning to sink down into the comfort they would offer and the help they could give: Joss’s calm, Britta’s acute mastery of things, Miriam’s energy. But she couldn’t do that until she knew the level of Roland’s involvement.

‘Is he still missing?’ said Miriam, coming back to the table. As well as the laptop, she was carrying the wine glass and the plate of cheese. Without commenting, she put them next to the bowl of coagulated tagine. She opened the laptop. ‘Really. That boy.’

‘Yes.’ Veronica tried for the sort of annoyed laugh she always gave when Roland was causing trouble. It was all right to talk about this – the fact that Roland was missing was completely unconnected with the dead girl.

‘I’m getting a bit sick of the whole thing,’ said Miriam, wobbling the curls again. But she was distracted by the computer. ‘Hang on.’ She touched the mousepad and waited a second. ‘They’ve got a picture.’

The Mercury had acted quickly. The police must have got hold of Treen’s family overnight and released the name. Now, under a predict-ably sensationalist headline, ‘Mountain tragedy: frozen girl, partially clothed’, there was a short article naming her as Katrina McShane, twenty-four, stating that she lived with a de facto partner, Dane Weinberg. It provided detail of where she was found. She was thought to have spent two nights on the mountain and early indications were that the cause of death was hypothermia. Alcohol and prescription drugs hadn’t been ruled out as complicating factors but it was too early to report an actual cause of death. There wasn’t much more. The police wouldn’t say yet whether they were treating the death as suspicious.

‘Treen,’ said Miriam. ‘What sort of name is that?’

‘But they have these ugly made-up names, don’t they?’ said Joss. ‘Who?’ said Britta.

‘You know …’ Joss waved a hand. ‘I mean, look at her.’

Somehow, in the middle of the night, reporters had found a friend or family member who was willing to talk and provide a photo of Treen. It showed her sitting on a chair with a small child on her knee.

‘Oh yeah. She’s a druggie of some kind,’ said Miriam.

Treen looked as she had in the bookshop – gaunt and grimy, with lank blonde hair and tattoos on her upper arms. The child’s face was pixelated.

‘Still. So young,’ said Veronica.

‘Oh.’ Miriam was chastised. ‘Poor you.’ ‘Not me.’

Treen had strong cheekbones and thick eye make-up. She was laughing but not happy, her mouth forming a word. In one hand there was a cigarette, and she had the other hand around the stomach of the child, but she was turning away. She seemed to be telling the photographer not to take the photo, which made the photo, its existence, its presence on the screen, seem a kind of violation. She was dressed in a sleeveless top, which Veronica found unbearable. She wanted to wrap her up.

And she wanted to protest. Joss and Miriam were in no position to make judgements about Treen. This was just a photograph. It didn’t give them access to anything. Veronica thought about Treen in the bookshop: Help me, please, the rash at the corner of her mouth, the grip.

‘I wonder what will happen to the little boy,’ said Joss, pulling her hair back from her face and leaning forward to peer at the photograph.

The child on Treen’s knee was identified by the caption as her son, two years old. His name was omitted but Veronica remembered it. Mayson. Paul had said Mayson’s head was badly injured in March. This photograph had been taken in summer, before that. He looked small for his age, plump, babyish, vulnerable. He seemed to be struggling to get down. One of his arms was bandaged, and there was a mark on the other, a dark, crooked line. Even the pixelation of his face looked strangely brutal.

There was a link to a second article titled ‘A terrible act of cruelty’. That phrase was attributed to a friend of Treen’s, who had already been interviewed. She claimed someone had driven Treen to the mountain and left her there. There was a photo of the friend, a pretty, dark-haired girl called Belle Ahern.

Veronica took them back to the photograph of Treen and her child. It had been taken outside an old-fashioned shopfront. They were in front of a window and next to the little boy’s legs there was a wall of glossy blue tiles. On two of the tiles a corner had been cracked off, forming a grey V-shaped space. At the sight of it, Veronica straightened in her chair. She had seen this before, but she couldn’t remember where. It might be something she had known as a young girl. V for Veronica, a sense memory, vague as a dream.

Outside, a gust of wind blew droplets onto the windows. Leaves rained down from the camellias and stuck on the sandstone.

‘This winter,’ said Joss.

‘The paper will love it if they find you,’ said Miriam. ‘It’s going to be a good angle for them. A girl like that found by a doctor’s wife.’

‘Oh, that’s silly.’

‘Sandy Bay matron. From one of the old Hobart families.’

‘There aren’t any old Hobart families,’ said Veronica. ‘There are only old people. The children have all gone.’

‘Haaa,’ Miriam wailed with scorn. ‘You’re tired.’

Veronica looked at Joss. ‘And there are new people who come chasing something and sometimes they find it and sometimes they go away.’

‘All right,’ said Miriam. ‘Old Hobart woman, then. That’s you. Old, lonely Hobart left-behind person. You’re still a big posh contrast to this one.’

‘This one?’

‘Well, this –’

‘She was a person, you know. Not an empty shell. In a way, we could say she now knows something we don’t know.’ They were all staring at her. And she didn’t blame them. That had been nonsense. There was nothing Treen knew. Treen didn’t exist. ‘Sorry.’

Veronica wanted to go out and look for Roland. She needed to get going. But before she did that there was something she wanted to ask them. ‘What do you know about Silas Marner?’

They stared at her. She waited.

Joss swayed gracefully in her chair. ‘It’s a Thomas Hardy novel.’

‘George Eliot. Do you know anything about it?’ Veronica had googled it, but she wanted to hear what her friends said. Maybe there was something she wasn’t seeing.

‘There was a movie,’ said Britta. ‘Ben Kingsley.’

‘I love him,’ said Miriam.

Now they were slipping into a kind of unconscious irony, into caricatures of themselves, the way old friends did, out of habit, or boredom, or, in this case, the desire to comfort each other.

Britta provided information. ‘It’s about an old man who saves a little girl. And then she saves him. You know. Spiritually.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Veronica.

There was a silence. Suddenly no-one seemed to know what they were talking about.

‘Why?’ said Britta.

‘Never mind. Just one of Roland’s silly things.’ Most of what Roland had done over the years defied explanation.

Miriam allowed herself another small snort.

Veronica said, ‘I do have to go.’

Old friends, seeking the comfort of their customary roles – Miriam looking at her fingernails, Joss nodding patiently, Britta silent and sharp. She was doing it too. Veronica the Vague.

‘Go where?’ said Britta.

‘Just a bookshop where he might or might not be staying.’

Veronica pushed her chair back and they all stood up.

‘Are you sure you’re up to it?’

‘The police have my mobile number. And there’s nothing I can do for the poor girl.’ They should use her name. ‘For Treen.’

‘That’s not what I asked,’ said Britta. ‘Don’t be silly. I’m perfectly all right.’ ‘You’re not.’

And of course she wasn’t. She was pale and puffy, and heavy, and stiff. And stupid. ‘But we have to keep moving. That’s what we do, don’t we? The living?’

They stared at her.

Joss gave her a hug, which she, Joss, seemed to need. ‘Don’t forget the vow. All for one, any time, because usually the one is me so it’ll be nice if it’s you for a change.’

‘I won’t forget.’

‘You fed the poddy and you fought that whole foreshore thing for me.’

‘Yes, all right.’

Miriam reached for the old tone. ‘All right. You just swan off, then. We’ll clean up your kitchen for you.’

‘I should hope so. And try not to excite Ridley. You know how he gets.’

They all looked at the dog, drooling on his mat. Veronica had to avoid doing that. For some reason the sight of him made her chest ache.

Miriam was looking in the fridge. She held up an open tin of tuna. ‘You’re joking.’

‘Anyway.’ Veronica took a step towards the door.

‘I’m coming back tonight,’ said Miriam. ‘With gnocchi.’

Chapter 11

______

Veronica pulled the Saori scarf higher around her neck. It was one of those bright days, clear skied and freezing. Macquarie Street was full of black dampness, cut with ice-white sunlight, with a wind coming from Cascade Road, a river of icy air, slipping down from the mountain.

The door at Newman Noggs was still locked. She banged on it, shouted. There was no sign of the blue Honda. At the window there was nothing to see but books, the edges of pages, a dense wall of paper.

‘Roland! Judith!’

Neither Roland nor Paul were answering their phones.

She knocked on the window. Futile. It wasn’t just the paper that was dense. It was all those printed words. Words that didn’t rise. Those millions of little black marks, all that knowledge, all those unwanted, impenetrable stories, insulating the inside from her futile noise.

Lesley had said something about getting lost in pages. She had talked about the way words obscured things. She had said drawings might present truths that words couldn’t hold. Veronica hadn’t realised it at the time, but now she saw – these weren’t Lesley’s ideas. She had got them from Roland.

Lesley and Roland were close, closer than Lesley liked to admit. Veronica stared at her reflection in the blocked window. Roland told Lesley things that he wouldn’t tell his mother. She didn’t resent that closeness. It had always been like this, and Paul was the same with her. And, in the end, that might be a strength. If there were things Roland knew about Treen’s death, maybe he would talk to Lesley.

‘Hopefully he’s found somewhere better to stay.’ Lesley wriggled around in the driver’s seat, turning herself more towards Veronica. ‘That old bookshop is fairly gruesome. I don’t know how he could stand it, even for a few nights.’

The gallery didn’t open until twelve on Fridays, but Lesley always started work upstairs at nine. Veronica had come here to find her. But as she pulled into a parking space Lesley had come out and gone to her Audi. Veronica had run across and got in with her before she could drive away. Lesley had said she was just ducking out to the coffee roasters, but she had seemed happy to wait long enough to discuss Roland.

Lesley said, ‘Heaven only knows where he’s gone now. He’s obviously in one of his states, floundering around getting nowhere. That’s what he does, doesn’t he, in a crisis.’

‘So you know about what’s happened?’

‘The poor girl?’ Lesley grimaced and nodded. ‘It’s in the paper.’ ‘But you’ve talked to Roland? Recently?’

‘He rang me just a moment ago. He borrowed someone else’s phone.’ She made a despairing noise. ‘I said he could come back to our place, but he didn’t seem to hear. He was caught up in the terrible story. He told me he had involved you. How ghastly.’

‘Why didn’t he use his own phone?’ Veronica thought she knew the answer to this. But she wanted to hear how much Lesley had been told.

‘He seems to think the authorities are after him, because he knew the dead girl. And it’s a suspicious death, or whatever they call it. Roland said someone drove her to the mountain and left her there to freeze to death. He said he knew who it was.’

‘Who?’

‘Of course, I asked, but he wouldn’t tell me.’

‘Oh, Roland.’

Here among the buildings the air was very still. One side of the alley was in deep shadow. On the other, sunlight fell on brick, fading it to ashy pink.

Lesley was saying, ‘I told him it wasn’t acceptable. I asked him what had been going on. But it was one of those one-way communications.’

Veronica knew what she meant. It wasn’t just that Roland never answered a question. Really he never listened at all. Conversations for him were simply an unrolling of his own ideas, interspersed with small bits of noise from the other person.

Lesley said, ‘I’m not really angry. He was very distressed about the girl’s death. He insisted I find the article in the Mercury and look closely at her photograph.’ Lesley leaned down and picked up an iPad from near Veronica’s feet. ‘He kept saying there was something important in it, something I needed to see.’ She pressed the button, lighting up the article and the photograph of Treen. ‘She’s certainly an unfortunate kind of girl.’

Lesley might have been referring to the way Treen had died, but Veronica knew she also used the word as a euphemism. It meant unfortunate looking. And now, seeing Treen through Lesley’s eyes, Veronica had to agree. Treen had long pale cheeks. Her shoulders were turned away but she was glaring back at the camera, saying something, bad tempered. The fingers holding the cigarette looked discoloured, dirty. In the bookshop, Veronica had found Treen repellent and even in this photograph, something found on Facebook, or supplied to the paper by a friend or relative, she looked unappealing. Even the child was struggling to get away from her.

Lesley said, ‘Apparently the boys were friends with her at school. She was called Kattie, then. From Howrah or Rokeby, one of those places. But there was a best friend called Belle who was from Sandy Bay.’

Lesley classified people according to which suburb they lived in. Veronica knew she did it too. It was an antiquated idea, long past its usefulness, but a habit that was hard to shake.

Lesley said, ‘Belle features in another article. You don’t remember them, do you?’

‘There were so many girls.’

Lesley laughed drily. ‘And all in love with Roland.’

‘What did he mean, that there’s something important in the photo?’ Veronica leaned sideways to look more closely. Treen’s heavy eyeliner made her look secretive.

‘Oh, the usual nonsense, I would think. He said there’s something I could learn. He was just making a point.’ Lesley lowered the iPad. ‘Treen is the girl he’s been trying to help. I’m sure Paul told you all about that. Roland always did have a fascination for these dreadful types of people, didn’t he? Such a waste of a beautiful boy. He should be back on that beach of his, in the sun and the water. Instead he gets obsessed with these … dark places.’

These were just words. It wasn’t the way Veronica wanted to receive information about her son. Words obscured things. She had had that thought before. She couldn’t remember where. Her mind kept drifting off on tangents. But there were things she needed to know. She tried to concentrate.

Lesley said, ‘Really he only rang me to give me a lecture. He said we all need to be understanding and forgive the things that people do.’ She waved the iPad, offering it as evidence. ‘And in Treen’s case I’d say there was a fair bit that needed to be forgiven. She was a terrible mother. Paul has been telling me about her. She took drugs and the child was filthy.’

‘Her partner was violent, wasn’t he? That can’t have been easy.’ ‘Oh, well … apparently.’ Lesley had a way of speaking, a slight hesitation before she answered, as if she had taken offence at what had just been said. It was almost imperceptible, but it was frequent, part of the rhythm of her conversation.

Veronica said, ‘The little boy’s been hospitalised at least once.’ ‘Oh yes, and of course that is terrible. Why do women stay in these situations? I’ll never understand it.’ Lesley rubbed her fingers on the sleeve of her fine wool coat. ‘Then again, you don’t know what to believe, do you? I can testify that the child was perfectly healthy the day he came to my house. Full of youthful vigour. He jumped on my couch with dirty shoes and put a scratch in the wallpaper. In fact, that child was the cause of Roland’s rather ignominious departure.’

Veronica knew all this. ‘When did he ring you?’

‘Just now. Around nine.’

‘You don’t know where he was?’

‘I tried to find out. But you know how it is, when there’s something he doesn’t want you to know … the conversation slips around.’

‘If he’s hiding from the police, why did he ring you?’

‘Well, that’s the bizarre thing. He wants to meet.’

‘Meet you?’

‘I know. In amongst all this, he wants to see old Lesley. For a talk. He said he’d contact me again soon.’

‘But that’s good.’

‘You would think so, wouldn’t you, except that it’s not for anything helpful. He doesn’t want to tell me what he knows about the girl. He wants to work on the writing together. Of all things. My monologue. He said he had some ideas for it.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake.’

The monologue would have been Roland’s idea in the first place.

She should have known. All those muddled thoughts about Madame Merle and oppressed women. Who else could it have come from? Lesley said, ‘Obviously it’s going to be just a way of talking about Treen. He wants to work through his thoughts or something. He virtually admitted as much. He was very agitated – ranting, really – about women being branded evil and people not caring what happens to them. And silence. He said a lot about women not having a voice. Women dying in other people’s stories.’

‘You got a diatribe.’

‘Exactly. And you know what they’re like. Never clear. You always get the impression there’s a trick somewhere.’ Here Lesley stopped, as if she’d just thought of something, but she didn’t say what it was. ‘The point is, he wants to use my gallery opening to make a tribute to this poor Treen. He wants the monologue to be about women who are branded evil. Apparently, with his help, I’ll be able to write something insightful, because of my background.’

‘Your –?’

‘Together we’ll be the storytellers for all women who don’t have a voice. All the women in the world, past and present. So no pressure there.’ Lesley gave a dry laugh.

‘He thinks a play will change the world.’

‘Oh dear.’ It was something they had adopted as a saying between them. A condensed cry of despair and amusement.

‘“Oh dear” indeed.’

‘It gets worse. There’s what I call “the Madame Merle angle”.

We’re going to get insights by studying fictional characters. Roland will draw them and I will write what I see. And it’s not just Merle. Apparently he has a whole host of other books with oppressed women in them. So there’ll be plenty for us to draw on.’

Lesley’s voice had become leaden. Veronica could feel her exhaustion at the thought of doing the writing.

‘He’s already worked out a name for the performance.’ Lesley held up her hands to indicate that this might appear on a poster. ‘“She Must Be Wicked to Deserve Such Pain.”’

‘That’s out of the Childe Roland poem.’

‘Oh, he told me.’ Heavy sarcasm.

Veronica looked at the windscreen. Tiny droplets were catching colours from the road and the sky. On the right, each droplet had a crescent of brick red. On the left they were icy silver.

She said, ‘He’s in shock.’

‘Well, exactly. As we know, underneath all the bombast he’s completely fragile.’ Lesley slapped a hand on her jeans. ‘Of course, what he’s really asking for is companionship and comfort. So I don’t have any choice, do I? If this writing charade is going to help I’ll go along with it. He wants to spend time with me. Hopefully he’s trying to find a way of telling me what he knows about this murder.’

‘So he thinks Treen was murdered?’

‘He’s quite certain she was.’

‘And he knows who did it?’

‘Apparently.’

‘If he knows someone murdered that girl he needs to say who it is.’

Lesley nodded. ‘I tried telling him that.’

‘Can he really not see how important this is? He was seeing a lot of Treen before she died. The police will find that out very soon. There would have been phone calls and texts. And he found her on the mountain. He’s going to be some kind of … well, not a suspect, surely … Well, all right, yes, a suspect. A person of interest. And running around hiding is going to look suspicious.’

‘I said that. But he was evasive. He said he would tell, but he has to do it properly. It concerns me, us, our families.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘He said it was horrible. It’s going to be hard for people to accept. The police, the town, me, you, your family, Paul, John … he said we’ll all be devastated and he wants to make sure the story’s told properly. That’s where the monologue comes in. He said that once the world understands oppressed women, then they’ll understand Treen and see why she had to die.’

‘Had to die?’

‘Anyway, I made him promise. If I go along with the writing idea he has to tell me what he knows.’

‘Did he agree?’

‘He called me Lelly, in his special husky voice. You know what he’s like.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Roland the charmer, the magical one, who, even now, could make Lesley – make any of them – do anything.

They sat in silence for a while. Veronica looked out at the gallery: the smooth grey window, a double door of dark wood, the letters beside it spare, elegant, sculptural, beginning with three simple verticals, Illumin.

Lesley said, ‘Look, hopefully this won’t go on too long. I think soon he’ll see sense and tell someone who killed her. Hopefully it will be you, after everything he’s put you through.’

‘Huh. Maybe. Or maybe I’ll find out myself.’

Veronica looked at the gallery again. Wet stone, dark interior, the clean lines of the letters. And then, simply and naturally, as if it had never been a problem, she remembered where she had seen the tiles in Treen’s photograph.

‘Veronica?’ Lesley had been saying something. ‘Vee? How are you going to do that?’

‘Well, as usual, I have no idea. So I’ll just do something. I’ll talk to Paul and I’ll talk to Treen’s friends.’

‘Who are they?’

‘I don’t know. But I’ve just worked out where to start looking.’

Chapter 12

______

There was a grey Cortina following Veronica’s car. It had caught her attention at the bottom of Argyle Street when it had lurched, unskilfully, across two lanes to avoid turning right. After that it stayed close until now, at the Augusta Road lights, when it had been forced to pull up right behind her. The driver looked small. She had wispy, feathery hair, ill-shaped and light in colour. She didn’t look threatening. It seemed best to ignore her.

New Town was where Veronica’s grandmother had lived, and she could never decide exactly how she felt about the place. It was a midway point between the city centre and the vast ugliness of the northern suburbs, a littoral zone, with graceful stone houses and pretty cottages, among horrible little concrete boxes selling office products, marine goods, alcohol.

She stopped in Elm Street. The Cortina went past, slowed, and then drove away.

She had parked outside her grandmother’s house, a blocklike place in dark brick, with a heavy arch over the door. The new owners had added a carport and a clunky path and had let the garden wither, leaving only the indestructible japonica. Across the road, the stone shed where Mr Harris had planed his pine and showed Veronica how to make picture frames had been marred with additions: two badly built dormer windows and an ill-fitting porch – things that must surely have been done not only cheaply, but by people who had never seen anything beautiful.

She allowed herself a moment of contempt, which didn’t quite erase the loneliness caused by the sight. There was a poem her mother used to say, as her grandmother aged and the suburb changed, something about the land of lost content. She could only remember the last line … and cannot come again.

But there was no time for this. She was here to find out about Treen’s death, or to find Roland. She got out of the car.

The footpath back on New Town Road was narrow, the traffic uncomfortably close, the air thick with diesel exhaust. There had been a corner shop here, where she had once bought Quality Street toffees. She couldn’t remember why, just the glittering wrappers and the painted tin. The strongest of our childhood memories are often flavoured with sugar. She wondered if Roland remembered the Slipping Place that way, by the custard creams.

The shop she was looking for had been a haberdasher’s. Now it was empty, the display spaces behind the windows showing carpet, some painted conduit, a few exposed wires, and a discarded Bic packet. The blue tiles were still here, dulled by dirt and fumes. They went right up around the big windows and framed the central door. She inspected the broken ones, now at hip height. Yes, this was the place. Treen McShane had sat here, wishing not to be photographed, struggling with her child.

Near where Treen had sat there was a drawing stuck on the window with sticky tape. It was one of Roland’s. Veronica pulled it down.

It was done in his Tenniel style, his Victorian pastiche, but hastily. On the left side of the picture he had drawn a sharp-faced child. She stood on her toes, with her hands above her head, playful, strangely weightless. She was looking across at another figure, a woman standing beside a cairn of smooth rocks. This woman was thin and fair, dressed in a simple sleeveless dress, a nightie or a slip, and she had a strange posture, knees bent and one foot up, as if she was running on the spot. There was a wind. Her hair flew around her head, stringy and tangled. The woman was looking straight out of the picture. Roland had drawn her eyes as smudged patches of shadow, with dark slits visible within them. She had another garment, a jacket, but she had taken that off and was holding it above her head. It was swirling in the wind, hooked only on the end of a finger, so that you knew it was about to fly away. Her fingers were stained with something dark.

Underneath, carefully lettered, was the title: MOLLY. And below that, fainter and off to one side, as if he wasn’t yet sure of it, the word SILENT.

Veronica looked at the position of the woman’s legs, her stringy hair, the jacket on one finger. This was a picture of Treen. Roland had done it after he had found her. And he had come here and stuck it on the window. It was a memorial of some kind.

But why that name? Why write ‘Molly’?

Veronica had assumed the shop was empty, but as she stood there, a light went on at the back and she could see the shapes of furniture and two people. She folded the drawing, put it in her bag, and went in.

The door was wooden with a graceful curve along the bottom of the glass. It stuck slightly and made a grinding sound. Over that she heard someone say, ‘Have you given him one of your things?’

The voice was accusing, sulky. It came from a man standing to the right of the room. The woman he had been speaking to was further back, facing a corner table, lighting candles. She didn’t answer him. At the sound of Veronica’s entrance she turned and they both stared.

They were using the space as some kind of workshop. Between them, along the right-hand wall, in front of shelves that had once held knitting yarn, there was a table covered with jars. It was lit by a standard lamp. The only other light in the room came from the candles.

‘Hello.’ The woman came forwards to stand beside the man. She looked as if she was unsure of her right to be here, as if she expected a challenge. Maybe they were squatting in the shop.

The man was wearing a rugby top in stripes of pale and dark blue. He was tall and square-shouldered and he had a kind of weird latent energy that seemed to saturate the room.

They were both glaring at her. Veronica recognised the girl from the Mercury. Treen’s friend, Belle. Beautiful. And she was pretty, in a way. Her eyes were very dark. Even in a lighter room they would surely have been nearly black. The lower lids were orientally straight and the upper ones rounded, giving her a young, slightly startled appearance. But the photograph had flattered Belle. Her hair, cheaply dyed into a complete dead black, lay flat against the sides of her face, emphasising the puffiness of her cheeks and the suety texture of her skin.

Veronica wanted to ask them about Roland. But first she needed a moment to soften these hostile stares, and to do that she would have to behave as if she had come here for a reason, as if she knew what she was doing.

She walked towards the table. The candlelight flickered yellow around the jars and through the empty ones. ‘Ah,’ she said absurdly, ‘here are the jars.’

There were maybe thirty, all identical and unlabelled. Some contained white cream. The air smelt of lanolin and beeswax, a fatty, sugary smell.

‘We’re not open,’ said the man.

‘No,’ said Belle, looking at him. ‘This isn’t a shop.’

Veronica allowed herself a quick look across to the shadowed half of the room. Along the far wall there was a stack of cardboard cartons and, at the back, another table holding a gas cooker, a large aluminium boiler and some utensils.

The man said, ‘You better leave.’ Belle said, ‘Dane.’

Dane. Paul had told her the name. This was Treen’s partner, father of her child. He had a heavy pink face, strangely flat, and a small nose. His hair was a muddy colour, curling at the ends, greasy near the scalp, rising at the centre of his forehead into a sharp wave.

Belle watched him. It was a look Veronica knew, that mixture of lust and possessive pride that young girls have when they have captured the man they want.

Without speaking Dane went behind Belle and put an arm around her, high across her chest. His wrist had dark hairs and large knobby bones. He pulled her backwards into him and she smiled, looking directly at Veronica, with defiance, which was probably habitual, and also with satisfaction. Then, as he pulled her further back, Veronica saw her losing balance and becoming uncertain. She raised her arms with a giggle and, unable to struggle against him, shifted her own feet. Then she pressed back into him, as if seeking to regain the moment of pleasure.

It was unnerving. Veronica decided not to tackle things head-on. At least, not until she had managed to get rid of the man.

She said the first thing she could think of. ‘You must be Belle. I was told to ask for you.’ Then she just blathered on. ‘I’ve come to see the creams. I’m looking for something organic, low in chemicals. That’s what we’re all looking for these days, isn’t it?’ Her words sounded false and ridiculous. She reached for a jar. She had to concentrate to pick one up. In the unsteady light they seemed to be moving. ‘Is this the hand cream?’

Now the girl looked interested. ‘Body butter. Honey coconut.’ Veronica unscrewed the jar and shoved her nose into it. ‘You could almost eat it, couldn’t you?’ The arm around Belle’s shoulders was loosening. She lowered the jar, trying to think of some feminine words. ‘Something smells divine. Lily-of-the-valley?’ It did the trick. Dane let go of Belle and stood back, full of scorn. He looked as if he wanted to storm off, but also wanted to control what Belle said.

‘That’s lovely. It’s an old-fashioned scent but it’s one of my favourites.’ Veronica searched for another word that might repel him. ‘You don’t have any lilac, do you?’

That was enough. He gave Belle a tiny push and went out through a door at the back.

‘I know you make these here. Do you do it by yourself? Or with … your friend?’

‘Treen.’ Belle didn’t seem to know what to say about Treen. ‘McShane.’ Her face coloured, maybe with emotion. An extreme act of cruelty. Veronica wondered if she had really said that or if the journalist had supplied the words.

‘Yes. Treen. I saw it in the paper. I’m sorry for your loss.’

There was an error here, Veronica realised. Belle’s lack of surprise was inconsistent with the big performance she had just done. Her eyes darkened. There was no sign of grief for the loss of her friend. Instead she looked suspicious, then angry and then panicked. Her gaze rolled away from Veronica’s face towards the door Dane had gone out through.

It was dizzying, this rapid flick-through of emotions with none taking hold. Now her eyes were sharp. She tried something she might have hoped was a sweet smile. ‘Have you got a shop? We were going to sell it at the market. Not Salamanca, their stalls are too expensive. The Glenorchy car park. But it would be really good to get it into a shop and I can still do that.’ Belle went behind the table, as if it was a counter. ‘No-one would mind. Treen would’ve wanted me to.’

Another flicker of calculation, self-regarding. But Veronica could see she was nervous, too. Half her attention was focused on the open door. ‘People will support it. If anyone knew about her they’d definitely support it. For her little boy.’ She picked up the jar and screwed the lid on tightly, then looked down, wondering what else to show. ‘I can give you a sample if you’re interested.’

She picked up another jar and came around the table, holding it out, as if luring Veronica away from the back door. She wore a floppy white top, the long sleeves flared at the end, and over it a singlet of silver thread, knitted into an open-weave pattern. Under the clothes, her body was plump, tubular without curves. The childish shape made her pathetic somehow, an object of sympathy.

And now Veronica realised there was a third person in the room. Near the end of the table an old chimney came out from the wall and in the small corner formed here, further shielded from view by another pile of cartons, there was a pusher, holding a child of about two. The same child. Treen’s. She noticed now that the pusher was too small for him. One arm was pressed against his side and the other lay down the slanting chrome bar of the frame. He was asleep.

‘This is a rose one. Rose something.’ Belle was performing, her attention still on the door. Veronica could hear Dane moving about on a wooden floor.

‘Oh, yes. Thank you so much.’ Veronica took the offered jar and smelt it. Another scent from her childhood, chemist-shop Yardley. She put the lid back on and put it in her bag.

‘Some of them are in coloured jars,’ said Belle. ‘There’s a patchouli one, too. I’ve got most of them at home.’

Veronica was looking down at the child. The little boy looked very clean. The bruise on his forehead had already faded. His left arm, where Treen had shown her the marks, was hidden by a sleeve. He didn’t seem distressed in any way. Despite the apparent discomfort of his position, he was soundly asleep. Veronica remembered what she had heard when she had come in. Have you given him one of your things?

It was hard to tell whether or not the boy’s colour was healthy. Up here, closer to the cloudy front window, the light was a dull grey. The corners gave off that old-building smell, dust and damp and peeling lead paint.

‘This is a label,’ said Belle sharply, holding out a small square of paper. ‘You can peel off the back and stick it on the jar or just keep it. It’s got the phone number. Or I might see you at the market if you like.’ She took a step towards the front door, anxious for Veronica to be gone.

Veronica said, ‘This child –’

‘It’s Treen’s. Mayson. With a y. He’s all right now.’ Another step. ‘All right?’ He had been hospitalised. In March, only four months ago.

‘You have to go.’

It was time to ask questions. ‘I’m looking for my son. His name is Roland Cruikshank.’

Belle’s face stiffened. For a moment her stare was so blank it made Veronica think of Treen, frozen on the mountain. Belle took another step towards the front of the room.

‘Roland knew her. Your poor friend Treen.’ Veronica allowed only a small softening here and hurried on. ‘And I’m very sorry about what happened, but I think Roland’s in trouble and I can’t find him. He stuck a drawing of Treen on your window, last night or this morning. I wonder if you saw him. If you can tell me where he might be?’

There was a thick silence. Behind the back door, Veronica heard another step, stealthy and slow. Or maybe she imagined it.

Belle said, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Her voice was raised to reach the open door. ‘He better not come anywhere near us. You tell him that if you find him.’

‘I don’t –’

‘Treen’s gone now. Tell him to stay away.’

‘Belle, I’m so sorry about what happened to your friend. I am. So sorry. But I’m not quite clear. Do you know where Roland is?’ Belle smiled. A mean smile, small teeth. The eyes full of fear. ‘Tell him we’ll say.’

‘I will tell him. I would give him any message you like, if I could find him.’

She sneered at the cleverness. ‘Treen went three days ago. I could say I saw what she drove away in, that’s all.’

‘Where? To the mountain? Did you see a car?’

‘I might have. I might have seen a blue car. A small car, mauvy blue.’

‘It wasn’t Roland who took her to the mountain, if that’s what –’ ‘Here’s your sample. That’s all you’re getting.’ She took Veronica by the arm and pulled her towards the door. ‘Don’t come to the market. Roland’s friends aren’t welcome anywhere near us.’

Then, as she pulled the door open, under the cover of the grinding sound, she added, ‘Someone is coming.’

It had been so quick, and so offhand, that at first Veronica thought she was talking about someone on the footpath, alerting her to a possible collision. But there was no-one there. The door closed and she found herself standing in the street, trying to work out if she had heard it properly. What else might the girl have said? She stared at the grimy glass in the door, and then looked around the shops of New Town Road, trying to work out what Belle could possibly have meant and thinking of the sleeping child in the grey air, and the girl’s awful, dull skin and her thin voice and the calculating, panicked look in her eyes.

Chapter 13

______

Before she started the car she sat, staring at the street in front of her, trying to understand what had happened in the shop. A small car, mauvy blue … Tell him we’ll say. It wasn’t possible, of course, that Roland had driven Treen up the mountain and left her there to die. Veronica wouldn’t – couldn’t – believe that. But she did need to think this through.

Her phone was ringing. Georgie, calling in her lunch hour. She couldn’t involve Georgie in this. She ignored it.

Somewhere there must be an order. If she’d been a different person, the person her mother had wanted her to be, the person her children needed, she would have found it. But as it was, she had only disparate images and events, odd moments and single unconnected ideas. The Slipping Place, a frozen foot, Silas Marner, Treen protesting about a photograph, allowing it to be taken, Judith throwing a book at a barman, Woe to the mother’s son, a drawing of a girl called Molly. A young child with blood in his eyes. Mayson with a y. Someone is coming. Silent.

Now there was a text message:

Fri, 22 Jul 12.04 pm
Mum Tom said Dad’s got an apartment near the Theatre Royal so thanks for telling me. But oh well. Better off without him I say.

I’ve been asking everyone about Roland. No-one knows where he is. Tom and Libby say Roland is a dick.

Then another:

Fri, 22 Jul 12.06 pm
But Miriam and Britta say you should let me help you. I am part of this family too. I am coming around after work.

And finally:

Fri, 22 Jul 12.07 pm
Libby told me something about Roland and Paul. It might be important. It’s about Paul copying everything Roland does.
I have a thing I can’t get out of. I’ll come tomorrow.

Veronica put the phone down. She wasn’t capable of dealing with Georgie right now. She had to decide what to do next.

There was no discernible pattern. Yet. All she could do was stick to her original plan. Lesley hadn’t known anything useful. Belle hadn’t led her to Roland.

Now she would talk to Paul.

She pulled up outside the gallery at half past twelve, in the same parking space as before, suppressing the panicky thought that she was going around in circles. Illumin was well named. Even with the sun higher, the alley was a cold place, and the window was a warm yellow rectangle, inviting.

There were three customers in the gallery, murmuring quietly, looking at a shelf of silver bowls. Vicky was at the counter, but she wasn’t serving. John had come down from the offices and he was standing facing her, the good hand and the hand in the splint raised.

He was arranging a scarf around her neck. Veronica would never have picked the urbane John as a likely friend for Vicky, but they stood with their heads tipped together, laughing like siblings. As Veronica came in, they turned. Vicky gave John a push and he went out through a low door.

‘Hello, Veronica.’ The scarf was one from the gallery – screen-printed silk, gorgeous. John had left it loose and graceful across her chest. Above it a heavy, friendly face. ‘Are you looking for Roland? He was here.’ Vicky came towards her with a sympathetic smile. ‘He stuck some of his drawings on the front window. Before we opened. No-one saw him.’

‘Drawings? Plural?’

‘Four. Lesley took them down.’

Veronica looked vaguely at the window. There hadn’t been anything there when she had sat in the car with Lesley, less than two hours ago. He had been here since then. And Lesley had come back from the coffee roasters and removed them.

‘He’s a rum’un.’ Vicky laughed, more concerned with Roland’s behaviour than with what the pictures might mean. ‘If I’d seen him, I would’ve told him to ring you. I know you want to catch up with him.’

‘I’m going up.’

Veronica took a step but Vicky got in the way again. This time, instead of leading the way, she stood with her back to the stairs. ‘There’s no-one here. Just John and me. Paul’s in Deloraine, talking to a wood carver, and Lesley’s gone out to meet Roland. In the Coal Valley.’

‘Where?’

‘He rang and asked her to go out there. She wrote down the address.’ Vicky went to the counter. ‘She put it into her Google Maps and left the written version.’ She picked up a notepad and held it out. ‘She didn’t say not to tell you.’ An uncomplicated person who dealt in facts, instructions, simple actions. A person who didn’t question things.

Veronica looked at the address: 119 Reeve Street. ‘Campania?’ ‘Roland’s visiting the parents of the dead girl. He asked Lesley to go and meet him there. There’s something he wants to tell her. She tried to make him ring you, but he wouldn’t, so she agreed to drive out there. She was pretty annoyed.’

‘How long ago?’

Vicky shrugged. ‘Ten minutes?’

Veronica could catch up with them. When she was face to face with Roland she would be able to make him see sense.

‘Thank you.’

She was struck again by the incongruity – someone like Vicky, the simple soul, among these polished shelves, draped in silk, giggling with John.

Before she left, she couldn’t help asking, ‘Who are you?’

Vicky gave her another warm smile, full cheeks pushing up into small eyes. ‘I told you. I’m a friend.’

Chapter 14

______

Veronica had to concentrate to stay within the speed limit. She couldn’t afford to be pulled over. Besides, she told herself, she wouldn’t gain any significant amount of time by driving fast. Campania was only half an hour away. She turned north off the airport freeway, drove through Cambridge and past vineyards and cherry orchards. The address was on the main road, on the far side of the little town. As she approached it, a Jeep-type vehicle came towards her, pumping black smoke, and when it had passed she could see Lesley standing beside her car on the other side of the road.

Veronica parked outside 119, a cream brick house, low and lightly built, a box sitting on a bare lawn. There was no sign of movement there.

She got out of the car and crossed the road. ‘Is he here? Is he inside?’

Lesley was looking back down the road towards the town. ‘He’s gone.’ She nodded. The four-wheel drive had disappeared around a corner, leaving a grey cloud and a faint gritty smell.

‘Gone?’

‘I’m sorry.’ Lesley looked distracted. ‘He came out here with Treen’s father this morning. He rang me and asked me to come and meet him, but when I got here, only five minutes ago, he came running out and suddenly he was in a screaming hurry. I wasn’t invited inside. He said he could only give me a few minutes, while he was waiting for Mr McShane to get himself ready.’

Everywhere Veronica went, Roland’s behaviour was described to her. He had become a story, present in her life only as absence. Suddenly she felt the fatigue from the tense drive, the long morning, the sleepless night. Her face felt numb. She put a hand on each cheek, massaging, rubbing outwards towards her ears.

Lesley said, ‘Honestly, he was behaving as if the police were going to come charging along any minute. He said he had to keep moving. Now they’ve gone off to visit the sister in Mount Stuart. Not to her house, to meet in a café, because obviously the police will be waiting at her place too. Anyone would think he was some enormous criminal mastermind.’ Lesley made a sound that she intended to be a laugh. She looked as tired as Veronica felt.

Veronica said, ‘When really it’s just desperately sad.’

‘And he didn’t say which café, so we can’t go and find him.’

‘But he wanted to talk to you.’

‘Vicky told you, did she?’ Lesley’s mind seemed to be elsewhere. They were standing beside an overgrown field. In a far corner there was a ruined sandstone cottage.

‘Apparently he had something to tell you.’

‘Oh. Hah. Not really. I don’t know. All he would talk about was his art.’ She took a step towards her car, leaned against it. ‘He did a lot of weird drawings and stuck them on the gallery window this morning. Sometime after we were talking in the car. I told him I’d pulled them down. But, of course, he thought they were of extreme significance. He wanted me to study them closely. I said I’d left them in the gallery, but he had a stack of copies, so he gave me some.’

Veronica sighed. This was Roland all right, distressed and confused, trying desperately to proclaim something to an unseeing world, without himself understanding what it was.

‘I looked at them, just to humour him. They’re all of girls who are dying in some way. Completely morbid. For a minute I thought he would use them to tell me something important about Treen. But no. It was still about the writing project. He seemed to think the jolly drawings would help me find a voice, whatever that means. But I couldn’t make head nor tail of them. I’ll show you.’

She opened the back door of the car and leaned inside.

The cottage across the field was made of large sandstone blocks and sun-bleached mortar. The doorway gaped open and feathery grass grew four feet high, right up to it. A Georgian roof, neat and tight, with no eaves, rusting corrugated iron. The windows were narrow and broken. One was covered in plywood.

Lesley straightened and shut the car door. She was holding a stack of paper. ‘I did protest. I said we should at least talk about Treen, what he knows about her. But he put a hand on my forearm and gave it a little shake, as if I was a child. He said, “This is about her.” And then he showed me these weird arty things.’

‘Can I see?’

On top of the pile was the same drawing that had been stuck on the shop in New Town, ‘Molly’. Standing in a slip beside a cairn.

Lesley said, ‘It’s not clear whether the title refers to the child or the young woman. He said it was from a book called Silas Marner. Apparently there’s a character called Molly that no-one remembers.’ She put a finger on the drawing. ‘Molly takes morphine and freezes to death on a moor. So there’s some parallel there, but for the life of me, I have no idea what he’s trying to say. Do you?’

She held the drawing in front of Veronica. ‘Except that she looks vicious.’ Molly’s mouth was small and ragged, like a hole worn through old cloth, rough, angry, unforgiving.

‘Roland said Molly is misunderstood. No-one cares about how things are for her. She’s just a mechanism that makes the real story happen to someone else.’ Veronica could still make out the word SILENT, but Roland must have changed his mind about it, because before he made the photocopy he had erased it, leaving just a faint trace.

Lesley said, ‘Of course, really he had no intention of talking about Treen at all. I should have realised.’

‘What are the others?’

Lesley turned to the next drawing. It showed a girl falling from a bridge. She had billowing skirts and a loose white bodice, and there was a shawl, fringed, flying up around her. Her name was written among waves in the bottom of the picture: BERTHA.

Drawings again. Multiple meanings captured in fine black lines. Spaces. Shading. Truth that got further out of reach the harder she looked.

These drawings were recognisably Roland’s. But they failed to reveal anything. They were shadows of his thoughts.

Lesley said, ‘This is Bertha Rochester from Jane Eyre, although that’s not how I remember Jane Eyre, do you?’ She raised an eyebrow, an attempt at irony. ‘Anyway, according to your dear son, that book is the same kind of thing. Nothing is shown from Bertha’s point of view. Her death is just there to make the real story happen for someone else.’

‘Mmm.’

‘He said it was like murder mysteries. You know, Agatha Christie type things. He said the victims were ciphers, dying in someone else’s story. He said people need to be made to see.’

‘People?’

‘I don’t know. Someone has to be made to care. That’s why my little writing piece will be so …’ Lesley spread her hands and threw back her head, quoting Roland, exasperated, ‘… vital.’

‘It’s a lot to ask.’

‘He said I shouldn’t force it. I should spend some time with the drawings. He said there are clues in them, which was a funny way of putting it.’

‘Did he mean clues to the murder of Treen?’

‘If so, it isn’t immediately obvious. Is it?’

‘Not at all.’

Bertha’s floating shawl was decorated with dragons and lotus flowers. Around one wrist she had a bracelet with a clunky clasp. That reminded Veronica of John’s jewellery, the new convict range.

Lesley said, ‘He’s done two others.’ She turned the pages, reading the names. ‘Rosanna from … um, The Moonstone, I think, and Justine from Frankenstein.’ She handed the papers to Veronica. ‘But honestly, they’re nothing to do with Treen. In fact, they aren’t even real girls, are they? They’re characters. They’ve been dreamt up by authors, and then reimagined by him. I can’t come to grips with any of it. The harder I try the more they escape me.’

‘I’m not sure I can be any help.’ Veronica could hear wind pushing at the grass. At one end of the ruined cottage there was a crumbling garden wall with a wonky wooden structure holding a dead vine. ‘This is all a smokescreen. He wants to tell us what he knows about Treen but he can’t find a way. He’ll tell us soon. Tell you. If you could just keep listening to all this nonsense … At least he asks to see you.’

Lesley leaned back on the car. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m taking over, Vee. That’s not my intention. He just thinks I’m better qualified to write about this. Women being unfairly branded as sinners.’

Veronica laughed. ‘What do you mean, qualified?’

Lesley threw her a pained glance, as if she was being made to repeat embarrassing and unnecessary details. ‘You know. Because I was such a sinner when I was young.’

‘A sinner?’

Lesley’s lips twitched together and then released. ‘I told you about it.’

‘No.’

‘About the baby.’

‘No.’

‘Really?’ Lesley waited for Veronica to remember something, then said, ‘I can’t believe I haven’t said anything, over all the years I’ve known you.’ Her tongue made a small movement behind her teeth. ‘Well, that just shows you. It’s hard to grow out of. The shame.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Roland didn’t tell you?’ Her face became blank. ‘I had a baby.

When I was very young.’

‘A baby?’

‘A little girl. I lost her. Or rather, to be perfectly accurate, she was taken from me.’ Her voice was flat, each word pronounced carefully.

‘When?’

‘I was seventeen. I had a boyfriend. Well, that’s not really the way to describe it. It was just grotesque, teenage nonsense. He was ghastly. I was a very stupid little girl.’ Veronica guessed that these were someone else’s words. Lesley drew in a breath, as if she was absorbing the assessment. ‘And I fell. I fell pregnant. And you can imagine what Mum was like. She scarcely spoke to me for years.’

‘Lesley, you had a baby? I never knew.’

‘I was packed off to Cressy. I had an aunt there. Not even an aunt. And not a nun. A sort of … church person.’ She drew in a breath. ‘I had the baby in a hospital up there and she was adopted out. And then I went home.’

‘I’m so sorry. I had no idea.’

‘No matter. It’s all history. All long ago. I don’t really think about it these days. Well, that’s not entirely true. It leaves an empty space, something like that.’ Her voice faded. Noticing that, she drew in a sharp breath. ‘But the point is, for a long time after that, always really, I was a sinner. Mum never got over it. She used to say that I was put on earth to punish her. I caused her a lot of pain.’

‘You were wonderful to your mother. You nursed her through that last illness.’ Lesley’s mother had had stomach cancer and died less than a year ago. She had stayed at home for as long as she could.

‘Oh, yes. That’s the irony, isn’t it? In the end she was in a lot of pain, my poor old mother, and not just because of me.’ She laughed. A terrible failed joke. ‘And I was able to help her. So I suppose I made up for my sins. Although I’m sure she didn’t see it that way.’

‘You did a wonderful job. Everyone said so.’

‘Well, it’s a consolation, isn’t it, that we do one small thing.’ Lesley pulled her shoulders back, lifted her bottom from the car and then leaned it back again. ‘Anyway, the point I was trying so clumsily to make is that, as far as I can tell, that’s why Roland thinks I have a chance of identifying with all these unfortunate women.’

‘Does he know about your baby?’

‘Paul found out – that was just an awful mistake – and of course he tells Roland these things.’

She tapped at the drawings in Veronica’s hands. ‘So now Roland wants me to draw on my sad history. I suppose, in his way, he’s trying to reassure me. Treen and I were not really bad people, we were just misunderstood. We made mistakes. I’ll be writing about both of us.’

Beyond the cottage, Veronica could see the northern reaches of the Coal Valley, flat empty country. Everything was cold and dry, a bleak day.

Over the years, she had made many outings to this area, tour-ing the wineries, or going to Richmond for Devonshire tea. She and Alan had taken the kids there to look at the Gaol and the bridge. And she had come here as a child herself. Of that first time, all she could remember was the cold. And a sense she had had that Richmond was a tiny group of buildings, isolated in empty countryside – that the rest of the world was large and bright, and fast moving, and a long way away.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t know about your baby.’

‘It really doesn’t matter anymore.’

Veronica held the drawings out.

Lesley said, ‘I have the ones from the gallery window. You keep them. You’re much more likely to work out what they mean. I don’t know why he isn’t talking to you in the first place.’

‘Oh, yes. But let’s not forget, it’s good that he asks to see you. If you could just keep humouring him … working on the monologue … whatever it takes. Hopefully, eventually, he’ll tell you what he knows.’

Veronica looked up. Beyond the field, across the valley, she could see low hills covered in a grass so dry and thin that it was almost grey. They had sparse, scrawny trees with broken branches. This was something else she remembered from childhood, the knowledge that these hills around Richmond are not pretty or calm or kind, they are ugly and somehow threatening. And then she had a familiar thought – that she was the only one who had noticed.

Chapter 15

______

Veronica had run out of options. Paul was in Deloraine and was not answering his phone. Roland had gone off with Treen’s father. No way of reaching him.

She drove back to South Hobart but instead of going home turned left down Antill Street with a vague idea of getting down to the water, to think. Roland was about to be accused of murder, or something like it. Manslaughter, action endangering life – what did they call these things? And he was obviously in no state to help himself. Even if he did know who killed Treen, it was quite likely he would refuse to help the police, and that he would draw suspicion on himself. She needed to keep pushing at this. She needed to find out the truth, before he was questioned.

She drove to Marieville Esplanade and parked, facing the scrap of grass and the yachts. Roland had said there were clues about Treen in his drawings and, nonsensical as that sounded, it was all she had to go on. She picked them up off the passenger seat.

The third drawing was labelled ROSANNA. It showed a girl wading out into a rough sea, her wet clothes clinging to her, her arms lifted above the water, fingers tight with effort. A wave had splashed up over her chest.

Lesley had said this was from The Moonstone. Maybe she should read the book again, or google it, find out who Rosanna was. But if the others were anything to go by, this picture would be nothing like the actual book.

Beyond Rosanna, behind the jagged rocks of a distant point, the sky was dark with crosshatching. There were people on the shore riding horses, galloping towards a large house. They had turned to look at the girl but were not stopping.

There was another poem Veronica half-remembered. Roland probably knew it. Something about a tragedy happening while other people were walking dully along.

She moved the page and looked at the fourth drawing, with Roland’s bold lettering: JUSTINE. A young woman standing in a forest, with a child lying at her feet. The forest was sinister looking, with spiky trees whose branches curled menacingly downwards. On the left, the foreground was taken up by the large silhouette of a man: a hulking figure, short necked, menacing.

Roland. With all these terrible events happening around him his response was to shut himself in rooms and draw pictures nobody could understand. Veronica wanted to shout his name in fury.

The boy on the forest floor wore puffy trousers and a lace collar. His face was done in a few simple lines. He might have been asleep or he might have been dead. The young woman had a locket dangling on a chain. Behind everything, on a rolling horizon, a group of anonymous figures stood around a scaffold. There was a tiny noose, a small black eyelet, placed at the vanishing point and forming a focus for the picture.

She was tired, weighed down by memories of the mountain. It was impossible to believe that that had been less than twenty-four hours ago. Since then she had hardly slept, had spent the morning rushing around getting nowhere. Now she had a growing sense that all that effort had taken her not closer to the truth but further away. The encounter with Vicky, that wide implacable face, had disturbed her for reasons she couldn’t identify. And the meeting with Lesley had drained her of any remaining energy. Now it was almost three. She needed to sit still and think, about Roland, about Treen – Treen alive and Treen dead. And about Belle. I know who drove her up there. A small blue car.

But she didn’t want to sit alone. She backed out and drove to the casino, then walked along the edge of the marina to Merchant’s Café. It had been hours since breakfast. She ordered a panini, considered having a glass of wine, thought about it, ordered a bottle. When the food and wine came to her table she stared at it, then pulled out the drawings again.

They were all photocopies. Did he intend to put them up in other places? How many copies had he made?

The drawing on top was ‘Bertha’, of the girl falling from the bridge. Veronica found it chilling. Like ‘Molly’, it was in Roland’s Tenniel style. Bertha had the same delicate features as Tenniel’s Alice and there was that strangeness, that sense of distillation, of emotion observed in silence and from a distance, and an impression that there was more going on than appeared at first glance. For one thing, the girl didn’t look afraid, just vaguely interested, resigned to her fate, almost sleepy. Above her on the bridge, two men and a woman were talking. They were dressed in some exaggerated Victorian parody, the men in top hats, the women in bustles. One of the men had turned to watch the girl. His eyes were emotionless. He was holding one hand up, his fingers fastidiously spread, as if he was explaining something to her or maybe flicking her away.

It was a horrible picture – the man’s blank face; the fine, careless hand. What did it mean? What did any of them mean? A girl freezing, a girl falling. Molly. Bertha. Silent. It was almost as if Roland was making a threat. At the very least he was drawing attention to himself. She had to stop him. If these drawings were seen by someone who knew him, if the police heard about them or saw them, that would make him look even more suspicious. Crazy, mentally unstable, disturbed. If there were any more of these up in public places, Veronica had to find them and get them down.

How would she do that? Where would they be?

She looked out the window at the smooth walkways of the marina, the moored boats, the new jetty for the boat to Peppermint Bay, and Zac’s, a sleek white building behind shade sails. This was Hobart striving to be international – all yachts and aluminium and plate glass and prize-winning pinot gris, with clean silver light, and wharves and jetties hiding the real coastline, and holding the whole thing up off the mud.

She felt tight in the scalp. Her eyes were stinging and when she closed them they burned. She poured wine, drank it, refilled the glass, drank that. She pulled out the jar Belle had given her and rubbed some cream into her hands. What had Belle said this was? Patchouli? She swallowed more wine and thought about Belle, the puffy face, overfull of feeling. Not real emotion, a meaningless flow of shallow sentiment – calculation, uncertainty, fear, resentment, pleading.

I know who drove her up there. An unstable girl, prepared to say anything that suited her, threatening to accuse Roland of killing Treen.

She had said that either to repel Veronica from the shop or to distract her from asking questions, or to please Dane, or for all of these reasons. Had Dane killed Treen, then? It didn’t seem right. If Dane was going to hurt Treen, surely it would be immediate and violent.

Or had Belle done it? Maybe it suited her to have Treen out of the way. There certainly hadn’t been any sign of genuine grief. Veronica remembered Belle’s possessive pride when Dane had held her. Now that Treen was gone, Belle had her man. And presumably it would have been easy enough for her to persuade Treen to take a lot of drugs. Or it may have been accidental, a wild escapade gone wrong, with Belle driving home again in a panic.

Or was Veronica being unfair? She had no basis for such thoughts. It was just that the girl repelled her. The way Treen had. Veronica had behaved unpardonably then. Treen had asked her for help and she had been too busy, trying to find her son. She had been disgusted – by Treen’s skin, the dirt, the desperation. Roland wasn’t repelled. He had been trying to help her.

But Paul said that was a mistake. Paul said Treen was a lost cause. Roland Roland Widdershins. You can’t save them all.

Round in circles. She filled the glass again and drained it quickly, looking out at the white Antarctic light. She had an echo of what she had felt in Campania. The isolation. Hobart, on the far edge of the world, in danger of slipping off.

Round and round. Girls guilty, girls as victims. Worthy, unworthy, evil, mistreated, unhappy. Drawings of girls dying, full of misery, but without precise meanings. Words written and then erased. The pictures were worse than useless, a distraction, an obfuscation.

Nothing could be said for certain about Treen or Belle, at least not without talking to Roland about them, and Roland couldn’t be found. And even when he was found, he wouldn’t explain. Nothing would be certain even then.

She tried to look at the next drawing but her eyes slid to the edge of the page, to the white margin. She leaned down and put the side of her head on the table. It was surprising how smooth the paper seemed, even from down here. The page had texture. She could feel it, as a kind of warmth, but she couldn’t see it. Even this close, the texture was invisible. She thought of her own painting. Earlier this week, only days ago, she had been trying to capture something. Later she had had a feeling that the mountain had taught her something. She should try painting that. But how would she paint the empty sky, the weight of rock, Treen’s body? How could you capture the important things – a life that was gone, a texture you couldn’t see, the thinness of the moment, the mist that wouldn’t hold you, the treachery of air? There was a voice she recognised. Paul. She sat up. He was at the counter, engaged in some kind of transaction. He spoke to the man there, grim faced, and came towards her.

She said, ‘I thought you were in Deloraine.’

‘I lied.’

Such a pale boy. In the waterside light she could see every whisker on his face, new lines at his eyes. He was tired. Worse than tired. He was looking as if he was about to burst into tears, as if at any minute he might just collapse into a sad heap.

But she knew Paul. He could look like this all afternoon and still manage to get his own way. He said, ‘I’ve paid your bill. I need you to come with me.’

Mum I need

‘Where is he, Paul?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘For God’s sake.’ Her stomach rolled, full of riesling and no food.

She pushed herself straighter in the chair, folded the drawings and put them in her bag. ‘This isn’t a prank. That girl –’

‘Treen.’

‘Is dead.’

‘Yes.’

‘Paul.’

‘I know.’

His eyes could be so liquid. Dark, dark blobs of ink, floating, sliding around. He leaned on the table. He looked as if his bones were made of something soft. Little Paulie.

She said, ‘Roland found her up there, you know. The body.’

He sat in a chair. Not as if he’d meant to, as if his legs had given way. ‘Then he sent me up there.’

‘I know.’

She leaned forward. The world spun. She propped her chin on a fist. ‘All right. He doesn’t want to see me. He doesn’t need me. I’m drinking a whole bottle of wine. You tell him when you see him. A whole bottle.’

‘He does need you.’

‘You understand the importance of this, don’t you? He’s involved in a death.’

‘It wasn’t him.’

‘What wasn’t him?’

No answer.

‘What do you know about this?’

No answer.

‘Paul.’

Paul had the lid from the bottle in his hand. He screwed it on, wrapped the panini in its napkin and picked it up.

She said, ‘I have to see him.’

‘You will see him. Soon. He’s … got something to arrange.’

She felt a surge of rage, at the inarticulacy, the hopelessness of boys. But she could use the old lines too. ‘Look, I know you think you’re helping him, but you are not. He needs to tell me about this.’ Paul might have been fifteen again. ‘And if he won’t tell me then you need to.’

He closed his eyes tightly, squeezed them shut. She had never worked out what that was, when he did that.

‘I don’t blame you, Paul. Ever. You know that, don’t you? You are one of mine. I include you in that. You have my undying … support.’ Too weak. Bureaucratic. She laughed at the absurdity of words. Sounded hysterical. ‘He’s drawing again.’ Paul knew that. They had already talked about it. ‘He’s been putting up drawings on shop windows. Dying girls.’

‘I know.’

‘You lent him the Honda.’ He was looking at the table.

‘And I’ve just been talking to a young person who’s going to say she saw Treen leaving in a small blue car and that Roland was driving it.’

‘He wasn’t. She won’t say that.’

‘For God’s sake. I have –’

‘How drunk are you?’

She looked at the bottle. The light from the window reflected on the green surface. She couldn’t see the level.

‘I actually can’t tell.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I might just be very …’

‘You haven’t left much.’

‘Afraid.’

He stood up and pulled at her arm. The gesture was uncharacteristically rough, a kind of anxiety. ‘You have to come with me.’

‘Why?’

‘There’s someone I need you to see.’

‘Paul! He’s going to be charged with murder.’

‘This is more important.’

‘What?’

‘This is worse.’ He was looking at her now. He held her gaze, his eyes pools of shadow with blacker blots inside them. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘A girl has died. What could possibly be worse?’

‘This. This is the worst thing you’ve …’ He sounded dazed, as if he was remembering something. ‘And it’s something you already know. That’s the worst part.’

‘For God’s sake, Paul.’

‘Just come with me.’

She was too tired to think. She had no way of imposing her will on him, no words to make him see reason.

‘I am drinking my way through a whole bottle of wine.’ He pulled her arm. ‘Bring it.’

Chapter 16

______

She was right to be angry with Paul. He was talking nonsense. Something you already know. This is worse. What right did he have to say that? She had found a dead body. It was murder. Roland was implicated. His behaviour was irrational, unbalanced.

She tried to explain all this to Paul, tried insisting that he tell her something that made sense, but he refused. All he would say was that there was someone she needed to see.

She ate half the panini, felt sick and closed her eyes, allowing the movement of the car to swing her head around. When they stopped they were in Lenah Valley, on the hillside above Augusta Road. They sat for a minute, looking over heavy houses and neat unimaginative gardens, across to Calvary.

‘I’m sorry about this.’ Paul’s lips were plump and beautiful. Lips that a girl, that Belle, would be pleased to have.

‘You’ve already said that.’

He wouldn’t explain anything and she had given up asking. She felt passive, and half-expected to find Roland here, despite what Paul said. Couldn’t think what else this could be.

They got out of the car. Above the footpath there was a high brick wall with succulents spilling over it, and above them a mass of tangled shrubs, and then, high above all that, a tiled roof.

Paul led her up the driveway. The garden was crammed with plants – climbing roses, salvias, plectranthus, echiums. An amorphous mass – something that kept the eye moving, and moving away – a screen, a scrambler of light.

The worst thing.

It was starting to seem less like nonsense now. She could believe there was something bad here. No-one had a garden like this unless they had something to hide. Or something to heal.

Paul took her through a hedge of hebe to the back of the house. Here the garden was more ordered – herbs and vegetables and paths. Over the back door there was a lightly built wooden shelter, closed in with flyscreens. Through a flimsy screen door Veronica could see a long table covered in small tiles, separated into colours, and an unfinished mosaic – something resembling Van Gogh’s sunflowers.

Paul knocked on the screen door, making a rattling sound, and called, ‘Lissa.’

The woman who appeared was wearing an Indian skirt, a floral shirt, a tapestry waistcoat, a scarf – some kind of Oxfam thing – and beads. And bangles in plastic and wood. Texture, Veronica thought. Shelter, the sartorial version of the garden. She opened the light door but stood for a moment, one hand on the handle, looking from Paul to Veronica. She was over forty. Her hair was light, either grey or very bleached, and it had been cut with a razor – the kind of style that would have looked feathery if it had been cleaner. She might be one of Roland’s friends, had all the attributes – the too-youthful dress sense; the pretty, wild hair; the eyes with that sensitive, slightly crazed look.

Paul said, ‘Lissa has something to tell you.’

It was unclear whether they were to be invited inside, or if the message was to be delivered here, in the outdoor shelter.

Veronica recognised the silhouette. This was the woman who had followed her in the Cortina. Belle had said, Someone is coming. Could this be what she meant? Could she possibly have known?

Lissa said, ‘I was going to come and see you at your home but I … your house, but I …’

Surely, if she had something to say, she could have prepared better than this? Veronica tried to help her. ‘Are you a friend of Roland’s?’

Without answering, Lissa turned away. Veronica followed her inside, then through a kitchen into a lounge room. In here, a reading lamp threw a pool of yellow light over an armchair and another door showed the deeper shadow of a passage. A TV was silently playing Coast to Coast – Tony Robinson’s kindly goblin face, a man crawling on a stretch of mud. Paul stayed in the kitchen.

Lissa gestured Veronica towards a couch and then stood by the mantelpiece. She had one of those gaunt faces – fine boned with big violet eyes – that ages suddenly, from prettiness to exhaustion, a sort of haggard-elf look. She was too old to be a school friend of Roland’s. Someone from the Wilderness Society, maybe, or that project he had joined once, with unemployed youth.

‘Do you know where Roland is?’ Veronica was getting impatient, hotter. ‘I do need to see him.’

‘Please don’t drink anymore.’ Lissa said that calmly, without judgement or discomfort, as if this came up all the time. ‘You’re going to be needed.’

Veronica heard herself repeat the word. ‘Needed.’ And now she did sound drunk. She gulped at the air.

Lissa’s voice was gentle. ‘It isn’t fair. But it’s very important.’ ‘Just tell me he’s all right.’

‘Oh, yes. Yes.’

But she didn’t sound sure. She made an inadequate, fluttering movement with her hands, which seemed to mean that this was complicated, then picked up a blue folder from the mantelpiece and knelt at the coffee table in front of Veronica. She produced a set of photos and fanned them out, but held them up in front of her, their faces hidden, like a poker hand. Then, to prepare herself, she pursed her lips. Veronica could hear air moving through them.

After some seconds, Lissa met Veronica’s gaze. Her eyes had no flesh around them, so that Veronica was aware of them as balls in sockets. They had a worn down, haunted look, a kind of universal sadness. And then that changed. The sadness became personal, almost as if she was pitying Veronica.

She put one of the photographs face up, between them on the table. It was the face of a child. Veronica had to fumble her glasses out of a pocket before she could see more.

It was Treen’s little boy. Just the face in close-up: soft, smooth, unformed. One of his eyes was black – black, purple and red. And yellow. The skin around it was swollen, shiny and tight, the eye itself almost closed. The side of his face was discoloured too. And across his forehead there was a brown mark, long and crooked, like a wide scab.

Something had happened to the air in the room. Veronica stared at the photograph, hated it, couldn’t look away, couldn’t speak.

Lissa put down another photo. It was the boy again. This one was full length, and taken from behind – a little boy’s back with three long diagonal bruises.

Veronica looked at the table, rubbed her hands across its tiled surface, took a breath. She became aware of a seeping nausea, a big bubble lurching somewhere down in the wine. Sweat broke out in her armpits, between her breasts.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. She pushed herself back and moved a leg sideways as if to get up.

But, ridiculously, farcically, Lissa said the same thing at the same time.

‘I’m sorry, Veronica, to do this to you. But this is Mayson. He is two years old.’

‘Yes, I’ve met Mayson, I …’ Help me. Please. Help us.

Lissa already had two more photos on the table. One showed an arm, the other a fat hand, and there were more sickening injuries: a bent finger, a red mark edged with white flakes of skin.

‘Over his short life he has suffered burns and bruising. Last summer he was hospitalised with a displaced fracture of the right arm, three broken ribs, and a hairline crack in the skull.’ Lissa was speaking quietly and steadily, reciting a script. ‘Treen claimed he had fallen from a cupboard and no-one could prove otherwise. On his release from hospital, Mayson was returned to the care of his mother.’

Veronica moved again, ready to stand up and go. What was she doing here, hearing this? She wasn’t in a position to help Mayson. His mother was dead, he was in danger of being harmed again, but it was not something she, Veronica, could fix. And she was being manipulated. This strange little person, for reasons of her own, had asked her here. Somehow Lissa had persuaded the gullible and fragile Paul to help her. Veronica had been targeted at a time when she was vulnerable. Now she was going to be asked for something.

‘I’m sorry …’

She was angry – that she could allow this to happen, that she could keep saying that. She fought to gather herself, to regain the proper distance, control the shock. Yes, this child had been abused. She had known that. It was ghastly, but it did happen. People like Lissa, the soft-hearted – they were admirable, but they didn’t help. They couldn’t. If you were to believe what you read about it, whole government departments were unable to help. Child protection was a complex, intractable mess. There were constant failures.

And now Lissa was trying to drag Veronica into this mire, when Veronica had problems of her own. She had to get out of here. She would be kind but firm. She would not think about the photographs again. Looking directly at Lissa’s face she said, ‘I agree with you.’ She moved sideways. ‘It’s terrible that this sort of thing goes on. Appalling. But my son is in trouble. I’m sorry. I simply can’t do anything about this at the moment. Paul would have explained that.’

Lissa looked at her curiously, allowing her to finish, then went on as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Mayson’s mother’s name is Treen McShane. She died on the mountain yesterday.’

‘Yes, I …’ Was it only yesterday? ‘I know.’

‘Up until this, Mayson was living with Treen and her partner Dane and her best friend, Belle Ahern. Dane was violent.’ Lissa had slipped from the script. ‘Dane was becoming increasingly violent. Treen asked your son Roland to help her.’

‘Yes, I’m aware of all of this.’ In fact these pictures explained a lot. Roland wouldn’t walk away from something like this. ‘Treen asked him for help and he came. That’s the kind of boy he is.’ And she, Veronica – Treen had asked her for help and she had walked away. What kind of person was she?

Lissa said, ‘Roland was bashed by Dane and Belle hasn’t seen him since. And now Treen is gone. Dane is likely to be seriously affected by Treen’s death, once it sinks in. Belle is afraid for the child. She has reason to be. She thinks, she knows, he will hurt the boy again.’

Veronica had known this too. The boy had been drugged, deeply asleep, squashed into a pusher that was too small. And Dane had been full of that intense energy. The danger had been palpable.

‘Belle thinks the boy should go somewhere safe.’ Lissa cleared her throat.

When Veronica had been working at the GPs’ surgery there had been a regular visitor, a woman who had survived a car accident, in which a friend had been killed. The woman had been unhurt but had come in for tranquilisers. Lissa had the same look. These days they would call it PTSD. It was a mixture of deep shock and survivor’s guilt, a knowledge unwished for, a pain that couldn’t be reached. It made Veronica wonder, what exactly had Lissa seen?

The photographs had a magnetic pull. Veronica, determined not to look again, took her glasses off. She turned her eyes away, stared at a crocheted rug, the television, a bowl of quinces.

Lissa said, ‘Belle asked me to come to you.’

‘You followed my car.’

‘I’ve been trying to find the right time and place. I didn’t know how to go about it. But Belle needs help.’

‘Well, I’m sorry but I’m not sure if that’s true. As a matter of fact, I saw her today and she didn’t seem to want my help. She didn’t want anything to do with me or Roland. She more or less threw me out.’

‘She’s afraid of Dane.’

That was true. Veronica thought of Belle, tipping backwards, ecstatically happy, and afraid. Belle, showing off her hand cream, aware the whole time of Dane moving around behind the open door.

‘Does he hurt her?’

‘He hurts everyone.’

‘Did he kill Treen?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Oh, the poor little boy.’ That had come from nowhere. Veronica’s eyes had fallen to the pictures and they were somehow worse now that they were out of focus. The bruises across the little boy’s back were straight, parallel and evenly spaced. ‘Oh, my dear.’

‘He needs to get away from him.’

‘Oh, he does. Yes, Lissa, he does.’

There was a long silence.

Veronica took a breath. ‘Well, thank you for telling me what you know. These things are terrible.’ She was sounding like a callous fool. ‘Roland is a kind boy. I can see why he was trying to help. And I will help him in any way I can. But first I need to find him and I – we – need to sort out this business with Treen.’ Another terrible phrase. ‘Roland is in danger of being caught up in Treen’s death. He’s upset and behaving oddly. He’s more vulnerable than people realise. You have to understand that finding him is my first priority. Once I’ve found him, and the police know how Treen got to the mountain, once they know Roland wasn’t involved, then we can concentrate on this little boy, work out something for him. But even then, we would only be able to … do … It’s going to be difficult.’

She needed to say more. To explain about her generous, idealistic, mercurial son and the promises he made, explain that they couldn’t always be met. But it was hard to find words, sitting over these sickening photographs.

‘There are people whose job it is to handle things like this. Institutions.’ Not institutions. ‘Government bodies.’ This was dreadful. ‘I can help you find out who they are.’

Lissa’s eyes filled instantly with tears. The tears didn’t spill but were absorbed again as quickly as they had arisen. It was a cleansing reflex. After it the huge eyes were again clear. Only the flesh underneath them showed traces of the rush of emotion, not in dried tears, but in a darkening under the skin.

‘I was a child protection worker. I am one. I’m on leave. It became too …’

That was it then. Stress. It was a horrible job. And now she had become involved in this nightmare case, in some kind of unofficial capacity. She should be treated kindly but firmly.

‘Do you think you might just leave this for now? Let someone else deal with it?’

Lissa’s forehead looked clammy and her fingertips were trembling. She picked up one of the photographs and held it out to Veronica. She was gripping it tightly, bending the paper. Two of her fingers were stretched across it, nails broken, the skin cracked and dirt stained. Gardener’s hands.

‘Look at him. What do you see?’

The photograph was too close. The child’s face was blurred, a pale oval with phantom eyes and mouth. The clearest thing was the track across the forehead.

Lissa put the photograph down, put her finger on another, the arm with the red mark. ‘That’s a burn.’

‘Listen –’

‘Dane did it.’

Veronica tried to make her voice calm. ‘Look.’ She wasn’t handling this well, was issuing verbs.

‘With an iron.’

‘It’s terrible. I know this sort of thing goes on. But I’m not in a position to take on any … I have my own …’ She’d been going to say ‘problems’, but swallowed the word just in time.

‘I need you to go and see them.’

‘Oh, I don’t think that’s a very good idea. I wouldn’t have any authority … any … leverage.’ That was an awful word. ‘This domestic violence … And I’m not good at this sort of thing. Not in the way you want. I’m definitely not an activist. I don’t act. I have a daughter who does things like that. And friends. But not me. I go on committees and write letters.’

‘He doesn’t need letters.’

‘But there’s nothing else –’

‘You have to see him.’

‘I haven’t got time to see him.’

‘He’s your grandson.’

Chapter 17

______

How quickly the world could change.

All it took were three words. He’s your grandson.

A moment ago Mayson had been a dreadful story, something that upset and angered her, but he had been an imagined person, someone who was not quite in the room, essentially a distraction from the problems that were rightly hers. His story had been something she had to deal with, fairly and efficiently, and then put aside.

Well, now he was in the room, all right. He had come into her circle. And the story that had been dreadful was now something else – something that, perhaps, it always should have been.

Unbearable.

This child – she touched the nearest photograph – this Mayson, this poor little boy – Roland’s boy, hers – had existed, had lived for nearly three years, had suffered and been afraid, and while that was happening, she, Veronica – loving, comfortable, vague, self-absorbed, spoiled, underused, bored – had been living in her big house, painting in her leafy garden, inside her stone walls, pondering the sky, knowing nothing about him. Doing nothing to help.

Grandmother.

She could picture him: a small figure, curled over, receiving blows to the back, kicks to his side and underneath, being thrown into a wall. She began by wondering how that must have been for such a tiny boy, and then, instantly, without wanting to, she knew. She found herself picturing it from within. The fear. Pain. His pain. Hers.

For a fraction of a second, when she lifted her eyes from the carpet, she didn’t know where she was, couldn’t remember what she was doing here. It was as if the world had been spinning, and she had spun with it, and now that it had stopped she was facing in the opposite direction. Where she had been audience she was now actor, now the sufferer, brightly lit, a participant in a drama, a tragedy, exposed and vulnerable, peering out into a darkness filled with people who silently watched, and wondering why no-one helped.

Paul drove her home. He sat at her kitchen table and told her about it, as quickly as possible.

He told her that after the boys had left for the mainland they hardly saw Treen and her friends. But three and a half years ago, when Roland was in town for a twenty-first, they had met her again at some wild party. There were drugs. Paul didn’t elaborate on those.

At the time Paul had only recently returned to Hobart. John was in Hong Kong. Roland and Paul went to the party to catch up with the old crowd. And somewhere in a back room Roland had allowed himself to be lured into unprotected sex.

No. This was no time for clinging to comforting illusions. Roland was no angel and he was no fool. He had made choices. It was quite possible that all the luring had gone in the other direction. So let it stand. There had been drugs around and Roland had behaved stupidly. It wouldn’t have been the only time. Roland was no fool, but he had always been an idiot.

Treen didn’t tell him about the pregnancy. She was already in a de facto relationship and she passed the child off as belonging to Dane, and they raised him, if it could be called that. Roland had returned to Kandina and continued his bumbling existence, happily oblivious to the consequences of his actions and choosing not to reflect too hard on any of them.

Treen and Dane were neglectful and erratic parents. They were living in Mornington at the time. Dane was violent and over the years Mayson and his mother had suffered repeated bashings.

Mayson. Her grandson. Had been hit. And burned. No amount of abstraction or redefinition was going to make this tolerable.

At some point Treen’s friend from school, Belle Ahern, had joined the household, but this hadn’t helped. The girls started making hand and face creams. Then, in March, Mayson was seriously hurt. Treen had called Paul to the house and he and John had called an ambulance, but they hadn’t known what else they could do. They hadn’t wanted to get involved.

Paul said, ‘She realised I wasn’t … the right sort of person to deal with it. So some time after that Treen tried to get Roland to come and help. I think she’d been trying for a while to get hold of him. It would be a way out for her, the fact that Roland was the father.’

‘It’s true then?’

‘Roland seems to think so. And Treen says she knows, because of the timing.’ Paul moved uncomfortably. ‘I can’t see a likeness but Roland said he could. In the eyes or something.’

A sudden painful picture of Roland at preschool. Blonde curls, eyes light hazel, almost yellow, already with Alan’s heavy lids. An odd-looking child. Heartbreaking.

She hadn’t seen a likeness either. But then, she hadn’t been looking for one and she had only seen the child in dim light. She would look again, next time she saw him.

‘Anyway, Treen finally managed to convince Roland, and he came to help. He wanted to meet the boy and talk to Treen before he told you. So he stayed with Mum and visited them and tried to spend some time with Mayson and get to know him. Treen wanted him to take them to the mainland but I don’t know if that was going to happen.’ Paul was in difficult territory here. ‘I mean, not Treen. He didn’t … He might have been going to take the boy.’

Take the boy? Take on a son? He might have been going to bring her a grandson? The thought brought Veronica a rush of emotion, a visceral, biological need to hold him, to hold them both.

‘But then Dane found Roland at the house and punched him and scared him off.’

‘Oh, I’m sure he wasn’t scared …’ Veronica stopped herself. She had rushed to Roland’s defence, when really that is exactly what had happened. Roland was scared of physical injury. People were afraid of that in the normal world.

‘He made a strategic retreat. He stayed away for a few days, but he was still planning something, trying to work out a way to get the little boy away from Dane. But you know … how do you do that?’ Paul’s chin was raised. He was pressing his lips together, holding her gaze, the way he used to look when Roland had done something wrong.

‘Treen used to give Mayson adult sleeping pills. Just to keep him quiet, to keep him from upsetting Dane, you know, but what did that do to him? Anyway, he had to be awake sometimes, and when he is awake he’s pretty much out of control, so it was only a matter of time before he got hurt again.’ Paul visibly paled at some horrific thought.

‘Then on Monday or Tuesday Treen disappeared. And on Thursday she turned up on the mountain.’ He paused, as if he thought something should be said about that, but then he went on. ‘Belle started texting me, telling me what was going on. Anyway … at some stage Roland had given Treen and Belle your name and address and told them that in a genuine emergency, if they couldn’t find him, they should contact his mother. So when Treen disappeared and she didn’t hear from Roland, Belle wanted to look for you. She got as far as the gate, but she … was put off by the …’ He waved a hand, indicating the house and garden, ‘… size or something. But she ran into Lissa in Centrepoint and asked her to talk to you. She thought Lissa would have more chance of being heard in your world. Which is probably pretty accurate.’

‘So when I arrived at the shop, she wasn’t able to talk and she knew Lissa was about to contact me.’

‘I suppose so. She wants you to take Mayson away.’

‘She wants to clear the decks for a fresh start with Dane.’

He grunted.

Veronica went to the sink, drank water, put some in front of Paul, found there were already two glasses there, and sat down again. It was after eight o’clock. They must have been sitting here for some time. She felt swollen in the eyes and neck. Under the table she rotated her ankles, curled and uncurled her toes. There was food on the table, too – sourdough rye, nut butter, apples, shortbread – but they hadn’t eaten anything.

A grandson.

‘So we’ll go there. Mornington, did you say?’

‘They moved, months ago. All of them, Treen and Belle and Mayson and Dane. Before Roland came. He was visiting them in their new place. In South Hobart.’ He waved a hand vaguely, as if he was pointing to Treen’s house.

South Hobart. Close to here.

Paul said, ‘They’re just across the road from the bookshop.’

Yes, only a few blocks away. So that must be why Roland was staying at the bookshop. Not because he liked the company of that old alcoholic, because he could be near to Treen and his son.

She said, ‘We have to go and get him.’

Now that the burden of telling his story had left him, Paul looked not relieved but miserable. ‘It’s not going to be that simple. Belle wants you to take Mayson, but Dane won’t allow it. He still thinks he’s the father. I don’t know if Treen told him. She was pretty sure about the dates. But he’s angry about Roland hanging around. And now Treen’s dead.’

‘We really need to get Mayson away. We need to prove paternity, but the first thing is to get him into our world, surround him with family.’ As she said it Veronica felt a stab of doubt. She thought of her big empty house. ‘Family and friends. We make a plan. I don’t know. But we need to get him out of that house.’

‘We can’t go when Dane’s there. But Belle says he’s working tomorrow.’

‘So soon? After Treen’s death?’

‘Belle says he is. They can’t have a funeral until the police release the body. And her family are organising all that. Dane is apparently sidelined or something. And someone offered him a job delivering firewood.’

‘So we go then. Tomorrow.’

‘Belle wants us to go at nine. By then he’ll be well gone.’

‘All right.’

When Paul left, Veronica let Ridley in, fed him and straightened his mat and the blankets in his basket. Then she made herself go upstairs and shower. She put on yoga pants and an old cashmere jumper. Then she went back downstairs and stood at the French window in the kitchen, looking out across the terrace to the dark garden. Her head was full of pictures of the little boy. Her grandson. Bashed, burned. Bones cracked. She turned her back to the glass and sat on the floor. Somewhere in her thoughts there was a large weight – or no, it felt more like a space, a vast, dark absence, poisoning and freezing her normal functioning.

It wasn’t guilt. She was logical enough to see that. She hadn’t known of Mayson’s existence. There was no moral dimension to it. Or no, that was preposterous. A child had been tortured. Of course, there was a moral dimension. But it wasn’t as simple as guilt. It was larger than that. What she felt was more like fear, repugnance, a deep gaping horror that life could deliver such things. A sense that she would never understand the world, that she had been wrong about everything. And, lurking under all that, waiting to be released, there was rage. A deep, deep anger against the world and its injustices, against the unfeeling, evil callousness of the universe.

She thought of the boy: podgy, lumpish, sleeping squashed in a pram. She had only seen him twice. And in Lissa’s photographs. And in a newspaper photograph, with a pixelated face.

There was no question of going upstairs to bed. She went to the back door of the family room and pushed into the great mass of stuff they had piled there. She pulled out a single mattress and dragged it down the corridor and through the kitchen. She laid it down beside her chair and found sheets and a doona.

As the night wore on, her mind softened. Thoughts of Mayson pooled with others, memories of her own children, the accidents and falls, felt by her as physical sensations – Roland slipping on that log, hitting his forehead on a rock, blood in his eyes; Tom going backwards off a wall onto a concrete floor; Libby kneeling on glass hidden in the sand; and Tom again, a hockey accident, ten stitches in his chin. Hers. All of them hers. In the moments when she did drift briefly into sleep, and memories met with the stretch and twist of dreams, the injuries became worse, lurid with red. There were screams, high voices shouting, images of suffering children, small bright moments from hell.

‘All right,’ she said into the darkness.

It was three o’clock. She climbed back into her chair and faced the window, looking at the garden. There was a tiny patch of frost in the middle of the lawn. The pear tree, whitish under some invisible moon, was eerily still.

There was no mystery about what was required. It was simple. Tomorrow she would go and get him. And tomorrow was today, only a few hours away. It was time to shake off night thoughts, time for daytime thinking.

Up until now she had been worried about Treen, her death, Roland’s involvement. But now that story was of secondary importance. Paul had said it would be. He had said there was something worse. He had said she’d already known about it, implied that she had looked away. He had been right.

And now Belle had summoned Veronica to help her. She had threatened to accuse Roland of killing Treen but that might have been an act for Dane. She certainly seemed afraid of him.

This was complicated. Tomorrow she would sort it out. She turned on the Indonesian lamp, a brownish paper shade patterned with black arcs. She stared at the arcs and then, for a moment, she was simply seeing things, spaces, air, colours. She looked down at her own soft shapes under the blanket; thought, this is how a child is. Normally you don’t have time for this sort of thing, what a hand looks like.

And then there was a space. Not a sinking into darkness, simply a space in time, the way there is after surgery, because when she opened her eyes, the garden was light and there was a metallic sheen on the top of the escallonia, which meant it was after seven.

Ridley was sleeping beside her chair. She stepped over him, went to the kitchen, made porridge and poached an egg, ate it all. Then she returned to the chair and watched as the frost melted, the sky became lighter, and cold light soaked evenly across her garden.

Chapter 18

______

Belle’s place was really only a few blocks away from Veronica’s, down Weld Street and a short way up Macquarie. But Paul picked her up in John’s Subaru, just before nine, and drove her there. He pushed past the Saturday morning bustle at the newsagent and coffee shop and parked outside the new fish restaurant. In front of them the mountain was close and very large – not just high, but thick, massive, black. Veronica felt its weight pressing on her, was reluctant to get out of the car, to face what the day would bring.

There was nothing in this homely neighbourhood to give her any idea of what she might be about to encounter. She looked around, at a pretty homewares shop, a sloping telegraph pole, a cream brick-veneer place housing a wellness centre, and two weatherboard cottages with carefully pruned shrubs behind picket fences. Across the road a driveway led down to a workshop, set up somewhere near the rivulet, and beyond that the ground rose sharply to a hill, where houses looked down on them from among trees. The light was soft here, the road uneven, the footpaths crooked and the lines, the edges of buildings, were all faintly blurred. It was a comfortable place, not a place for those photographs, not a place to hurt a child.

On the next corner she could see Newman Noggs, its low roof, storybook windows, pink brick. A bookshop. You couldn’t get much more innocent than that.

‘Which house is Belle’s?’

‘That place.’

It was just ahead of them on the left, a brick cottage, small and low, raised above the footpath on a cement wall trailed with woody rosemary. Tacked onto the near end of it there was a slumping box of weatherboard with a rusted tin roof and a glassed-in verandah. The verandah window was blocked at one end by some large piece of furniture. At the other end there were curtains, closed, but caught back at the bottom edge, leaving a greyish triangle. There was no smoke coming from the chimney, but that was probably bricked up.

‘Are you sure they’re home?’

‘She texted me.’

Paul swallowed. He was apprehensive, she guessed, sick with memories of finding Mayson hurt, afraid that it would happen again. She should be strong, offer to go in alone. But she couldn’t find the courage.

‘She’s sure Dane …’ The name felt harsh in her mouth. ‘He’s definitely got work? On a Saturday morning?’

‘She thinks so.’

Up ahead, a girl came out of Newman Noggs. She had on a blue rayon dress, shiny and full, gathered into a leather belt, and a funny little pink cardigan, and heavy boots. She walked with an exaggerated swagger, partly the result of the boots, and partly to show how clever the outfit was. And she was puffing mist into the frozen morning. The innocence of it, the skinny legs, the self-conscious grooviness, the simple concern with fashion and statements of identity, so young and silly and lovely, made Veronica deeply sad.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘We’d better go and see.’

There was no door on the front of Belle’s house. What had been a verandah was now closed in by glass with scraggly shrubs growing across the old path. At the side, the driveway was almost blocked by the bare canes of a briar rose. There was a small frosted window here, but it allowed no view of the inside.

The backyard was in shadow and it was very cold, a place of damp concrete and bright green moss, with an overlarge blue gum, a washing machine with no lid, a mildewed pusher, and a pile of black rubber pipes, tangled in weeds. Near the door they could hear running water in the slimy, uncovered drain. There was a faint smell of detergent. The step held an impatiens in a plastic pot, the kind of thing sold in trays in supermarkets. Potted colour. Just one pot, three crimson flowers.

Veronica knocked and a woman’s voice called from inside the window, startlingly close, ‘Come in.’

The door handle was an old round one, brass, faded to dull brown, dented, hollow. Veronica turned it, felt it grind past an obstacle and then give. The door led directly into a kitchen, tiny but spotless, eerily so, with the kind of absolute cleanliness you notice immediately, as if it is in the air. The detergent fumes were stronger here and mixed with a hint of disinfectant. There was also a fruity smell, something spicy that Veronica recognised from the shop, the table of creams.

Belle was sitting at a small table under the window, watching them with a sleepy blankness. In front of her on a plastic cloth were a brown paper bag and a mobile phone. Nothing else. No sign of the child. In the back wall there was a door painted blue. It was closed.

‘Hello.’ Veronica’s voice was too high. She sounded nervous. She left a space for an answer, then came closer. ‘How are you, Belle?’

‘Not good.’

Belle’s black hair was combed back today, tied in a ponytail and pressed under an Alice band. On the band there was a pink bow with black polka dots. She wore a white jacket with a star marked out in sequins and a necklace made of white rope, with one end threaded through a silver eyelet, held there with a silver bar. Her eyelids were painted bright blue with no attempt at contouring, the eyebrows too heavy to carry it off. In the pale sidelight coming from the window, her face had the spongy quality of people recovering from a long illness.

Veronica waited but the girl didn’t elaborate. She seemed to have none of the usual repertoire of welcoming gestures, didn’t sit straighter, or wave to a chair. But the blankness was not necessarily hostile. She might be nervous, or genuinely feeling unwell. In fact, from her appearance, that seemed likely. Impatient as she was to get to the child, to sweep this strange girl aside as an irrelevance, Veronica knew that wasn’t going to be helpful. To be too forceful or impatient would only generate resistance.

The window beside Belle had a curtain of brilliantly white netting with a frilled edge, pulled back storybook style and tied with ribbon. All the appliances were pushed back against the wall, not a crumb or a fingermark on anything. There was nothing at all on the sink, not a plug, not a wiper or a tea towel. Certainly no sign that a child lived here.

Veronica came forwards and put her handbag on the table, beside the paper bag and the phone. She touched the top of the second chair but wasn’t invited to sit down. She said, ‘You’re a good housewife.’ That was banal, which probably didn’t matter. And patronising, which probably did. ‘This is a very clean room.’

Belle scratched her top lip. Her eyes went to the phone and then to the paper bag. She gave it a small smile, simple, ingratiating, and, without lifting her gaze, reached into a pocket and pulled out a pot of lip gloss.

Like her kitchen, Belle was supernaturally clean. Her skin had a damp, swollen look, as if every speck of dirt, every trace of the outer world, had been soaked gently away. But the silence, the studied blankness, was becoming belligerent. And somewhere there was the boy. The little boy. Veronica stepped forwards.

‘Come on, Belle,’ Paul said from behind her. ‘Stop pissing around. You wanted us to come.’

Veronica looked at the paper bag on the table. She had seen bags like this before: brown paper, with handles of twisted green and a logo hand stamped, a spray of feathery leaves.

‘That’s one of Roland’s favourite shops. Did he bring this?’ She spoke lightly, then, getting no response, picked the bag up, breaking into the girl’s meditation.

‘He brought it for Treen. He said she was undernourished. Me too. Malnourished.’ Belle raised her hand again, running a finger unsteadily back and forth over the length of her top lip. There was a red patch on the back of the hand. ‘He said we should eat more nuts. And fruit.’ She had a way of tipping her head downwards when she talked that made you feel she was secretly trying to steal glances at you. ‘He says I’m supposed to keep the bag and put paper in it. For recycling.’

She spoke the last word obediently, as if it was something new. Yes, that was Roland – faced with a son he hadn’t known about, a family in serious physical danger, and a girl like this, to be banging on about the environment.

‘Mayson won’t eat dried fruit and he’s too young for nuts.’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ said Paul. He stepped towards Belle.

But the girl’s eyes had gone to the window above the table. She tensed, as if she heard something outside.

‘What?’ said Paul, going back towards the door. ‘What?’

It was nothing. Belle’s face was blank again. Any tension in her expression had been illusory, one of those changes Veronica had seen in the shop, a simple twitch of nerves, without foundation in thought or genuine feeling. Now, pointedly, as if she was attempting to guide Veronica to the important things in the room, she focused on the windowsill itself, a tiny bunch of lavender in a glass jar.

Veronica forced another smile. ‘I’ve always liked lavender. I see you have the tough kind. In the garden. Angustifolia.’ Bad choice of words. Belle twitched with irritation. ‘Lavender’s good for stress, isn’t it; good for when you’re feeling tired?’

‘I’m not tired.’

She had spoken without thinking, a stupid childish reflex.

‘Well … but it’s nice to have something in a vase, isn’t it?’

The girl wasn’t one to contemplate such things. She allowed her eyes to fall again to her phone.

And now, when she most needed it, when the outcome of this conversation was deeply, fundamentally important to her, Veronica’s ability to control it had left her. She had no idea how to proceed. Partly it was the atmosphere. She realised now that she had been expecting something quite different – squalor, dirt, injury, a distressed and noisy child.

Or maybe it wasn’t the room, but Veronica herself, her desire to see Mayson. That was visceral and urgent. But she needed to keep her head. She had planned to ask Belle for information about Roland and his movements, then calmly ask to see Mayson, check on his physical wellbeing and make practical arrangements to take him.

She sat down. She would start at the beginning, state something they all knew. ‘Belle.’ She stared until the girl raised her eyes. ‘Lissa’s told me about Mayson. Treen thought Roland might be the father.’ Roland. Father. Putting the two words together made her feel light-headed, queasy. She had a sudden mental image of him, looking older.

‘He is the father,’ said Belle. ‘She just didn’t tell anyone. But it’s true. She slept with him at a party. I was there.’

‘There?’

‘At the party.’ Belle looked scornful. ‘Not right there. That’s gross. I’m just saying, Roland is the father.’

Belle was screwing the lid of the lip gloss backwards and forwards, small pudgy hands, one tight signet ring with a tiny red stone. Veronica let the silence drag on, hoping the girl would be uncomfortable enough to fill it. But she seemed unbothered. This wasn’t so much strength of mind as an extraordinary passivity. Drugs. Heaven knew what kind.

Veronica said, ‘Of course, before I can take this any further, I will need to see him.’

The girl’s eyes went to the blue door.

‘Roland,’ Veronica added quickly. ‘Not the child. At least, I do want to see the child in a minute.’ See the child. ‘But we’ll get to that.’

Still the silence. Veronica tried to push her. ‘Have you found out where he is?’

‘No.’

‘When did you last see him?’

Belle dropped the lip gloss on the table and started making small weak-wristed flipping movements with her hands. ‘Last Sunday. I told Lissa. Dane found him here and made him leave.’ The voice was higher and weaker. The calmness had been a veneer.

She looked back at the window. This time she stood up to peer out there. Then she quickly sat down again. Behind her Veronica could hear Paul open the door and look out. And now Veronica was worried too. Dane was supposed to be working in a wood yard. But how definite was that? How difficult would it be for him to leave work and come home? Especially as he was recently bereaved. And how dangerous was he really?

‘So, Roland didn’t tell you where he was staying?’

‘He was at some big house in town. Then at the bookshop. With that mad woman. But I don’t think he’s there now. He said it stank.’ She gave a silly giggle.

Veronica felt a stab of anger, and this time failed to completely hide it. ‘All right, well, in that case we’ll have to proceed without him.’

‘Do you want to see Mayson?’

Which undid her, of course, as the girl had known it would.

Blood rushed to her face. She had a vivid physical memory of what it felt like to hold a small child – the soft heavy body, silky on the surface, firm underneath, hard wriggling limbs; the surprising strength of the torso, heat from the head.

‘Is he …?’ She mustn’t rush in on the boy in a state of high emotion. That would frighten him. She needed to focus on his needs, not her own, to be calm, to confirm that he was unharmed, to determine how he could be helped and … she needed just to see him.

‘Are you expecting to take him?’

‘Yes,’ said Paul. ‘We’re here to take him away and make him safe. You asked us to come.’

‘Well, yes, that’s all very well.’ Belle’s voice was unnaturally flat. She had rehearsed those words. ‘But before we get to that …’ She ran out of memorised lines, hesitated, improvised the rest. ‘You have to keep me.’

‘What does that mean?’ said Paul.

‘He can go somewhere safe. But I’ll come too. He needs to live with me.’

She wasn’t serious, thought Veronica. She remembered how pleased Belle had been to have Dane to herself.

‘I’m like his aunty. I’ve known him the longest. The child protection people would say he needed me.’

‘No, no, no.’ Paul came forwards.

‘I’m going to let you see Mayson, but I’m keeping him. I need a new place, that’s all. A safe place. Blackmans Bay, somewhere like that. Somewhere with a lot of kids and preschools. Near the water. A house.’

‘A house?’

‘I’ll need furniture. He’s going to need uniforms and stuff and a computer.’ She had thought about this carefully. Veronica could see more than cold calculation. This was a young woman’s dream, a comfortable place to live, a child at school. Safety.

Suddenly Veronica felt deeply sorry for her. ‘Belle, this isn’t the way to go about this.’

‘I’ll set up a home for him. I know how to do it. It just takes money.’

‘Well, there’s the word we’ve all been waiting for,’ said Paul.

It wasn’t going to happen, thought Veronica. Roland is the boy’s father. A grandmother has the greater claim. She would consult lawyers, make paternity claims, protection orders if she had to. But that would take time. The boy needed to be made safe. Now.

Of course, it was awful to be thinking like this. She mustn’t be dragged into a game of one-upmanship. This girl needed guidance. She needed help.

But Paul was furious. ‘You’re having nothing to do with him.’ He had lost control of his upper lip. It was pushing down into his words, like a young child, becoming teary. ‘I saw what you did to him.’

‘He fell off a cupboard.’

‘You were there. You were in the house.’

‘What if Roland was in jail?’

‘Don’t even –’

‘Then I’d be the next person to have Mayson. Because I raised him.’ ‘Fuck no. Fuck. No.’

Belle began explaining this as if to someone who was slow on the uptake. ‘If Roland gets done for killing Treen –’

‘He didn’t.’ Paul was coming closer to her.

Belle drew a breath, turned to look at the window, the top of the blue gum. She looked as if she was in a trance, but she might have been thinking, because she now said, ‘Treen took morphine. The police have been asking me where she got it. Not heroin. Actual medicine morphine. She must have got it from someone who had a prescription. And Roland broke his foot that time. I didn’t tell them that, but I could. And I know who drove her to the mountain. I saw the car and I saw who was driving it.’

Veronica said, ‘It wasn’t Roland.’

Paul put his hands on the table, leaning over Belle. ‘Roland doesn’t want anything to do with you. He wants his child to be safe and he wants rid of you.’

Belle watched him calmly then turned to Veronica. ‘I could say Roland drove off with her. You’d never get your hands on Mayson if I did that.’

Paul put a hand towards Belle’s upper arm. Veronica stopped him. But she felt like touching her too, felt like dragging the girl to her feet, grabbing her by the neck of the nasty cheap jacket, shaking her. ‘I came here prepared to cooperate with you. I don’t know what you think you’re going to achieve with –’

And then, when they were both focused on Belle, when they had all forgotten about the window and the door and sounds from outside, Dane arrived.

Nobody heard him come. It was as if suddenly the room had filled. He came through the door and across the floor in one movement, sending them leaping back. At the bench he swung himself around. Big as he was, it wasn’t his size that occupied the tiny space. It was his raw energy, the vibrating angry heat of him, beating up against the chairs, the furniture, the small window. Veronica saw it again, his uncontrolled vigour, something that could slip quickly into violence, not as a conscious choice, nor even with the crossing of a barrier, but simply as a natural extension of his normal way of behaving.

Belle picked up the lip gloss and held it in a fist, then stood up slowly and faced him. He was still wearing the rugby top, now under a corduroy jacket with a fake sheepskin collar. His face was wide at the eyes and strong in the chin, but there were pouches of fat in his cheeks, which gave him a boyish look, and his skin was shiny from the cold morning. He stared at Belle for several seconds. She held his gaze blankly. Yes, drugged, Veronica thought. Sedated.

‘Who’s this?’ he said. His voice was bizarrely cheerful, hard, too loud for the room and also uncontrolled, bursting from him.

The girl didn’t seem to think an answer was necessary. Maybe she knew from experience that none of her possible answers would help. She twisted the lip gloss once, then put it carefully on the table, obediently, as if he had asked her to do it, then she locked her hands in front of her. She held his gaze again and there was a new expression now. Not the sullen blankness, nor anxiety, none of the calculation of before. It was more a kind of resignation, as if she knew she had been caught doing the wrong thing. A dull subservience. She should be inspiring pity.

But Veronica was thinking only of the child.

She stepped forwards, to let him know she wasn’t afraid. ‘I –’

The tiny female sound propelled him into action. He whirled around, throwing one hand out, knocking the table aside, sending the handbag, phone and lip gloss to the floor. He seized Belle by the ponytail, used his other hand to pull a chair out into the room and forced her down onto it.

Veronica stared at them, wondering stupidly why the chair didn’t tip over, watching Belle’s legs kicking uselessly in front of her. Dane forced Belle’s head over the back of the chair, bending her neck. She arched her body as far as she could, scrabbling for the table and the bench, not finding either, then gripped the seat of the chair, pushing up with her feet, trying to relieve the pressure on her throat.

‘Are you going to tell me, Belle?’ He let Belle’s head up, held it in his hands and turned it towards Veronica. ‘And I know the fat bag’s going to ring the fucken coppers, so I may as well make a good job of you. So who is she?’ He pulled her backwards again. ‘It’s the woman from the shop. I’m not stupid. What are you cooking up?’

Belle couldn’t speak. The angle of her head had closed her throat. ‘You think I’m stupid. That’s what I can’t stand. You don’t respect me.’

‘Just a minute,’ said Veronica, but against his voice it sounded weak, plaintive, and she hadn’t the courage to step forwards.

The girl made a strangled croaking sound.

‘You know I’ve got to work,’ he said. ‘Even after Treen. I’ve still got to go out there and earn the money. Keep everybody in money. I don’t have time to be watching you all day. All you have to do is mind my boy. But I can’t trust ya, can I Belle? You have secrets. You disrespect me.’

Suddenly Veronica’s shock melted, not into fear but into anger. ‘Leave her alone.’ Not even anger – something more manageable. Indignation. Contempt.

She stepped closer. She was thinking clearly. First she had to make him release this poor girl. She couldn’t physically tackle him. But she could distract him. ‘It’s not her fault. I came here looking for my son. Roland Cruikshank.’

‘Crook. Shank.’ The high hard eyes turned on her. ‘Who’s that?’ he jerked down on the girl’s hair. ‘Role?’ Then cooed it softly nearer to Belle’s face. ‘Roley?’

‘I was told he’d been here.’

He looked up at Veronica. ‘Yeah. Roley’s been here.

Looking for things that he reckoned were his. But he’s not here now.’ Another pull on Belle’s hair. ‘You evil little bitches. You-evil-fucken-little-witches. You did everything you could to get rid of the little bastard; what are you doing now? Trying to give him to her? No fun now, is that it? Now that there’s only one of you? Not enough drama for you now that she’s gone? Is that what you want? More drama? Or is he too much for you on your own?’

Belle made a choking sound. He pushed his face down near hers, enjoying it. ‘But Roley’s not coming again, is he Belly? You wouldn’t do that, would yer? After I said no. Because that really would be disrespecting me.’

‘Roland is nowhere near here. He sent me. I’m his mother.’

He gave her a mean sneer. ‘Orr. Mummy.’ The pressure was releasing from Belle’s throat. ‘And what are you going to do?’

‘If you stop this I’ll tell you.’

‘Hah. Oo-oo-oh!’ It was a sound of mock fear, too much excitement behind it: fury, mania.

From somewhere behind her there was a voice. A child, a tiny cry. Veronica turned and took a step towards the blue door. ‘I’m going to make sure he’s all right. And after that, if I have to, I’m going to call the police.’ It was only four steps to the door. Another round handle. Praying it wouldn’t stick, she turned it, felt it give, pushed the door open.

It was the room she had seen from the street, the closed-in verandah – a tiny space crammed with furniture and bright fabric, a doona covered with planets, a couch full of stuffed toys.

And a child, light-brown hair, sitting in the middle of the floor, surrounded by plastic things: boats, clocks, something with buttons. And jewellery spilling from an upturned box: golden chains, bracelets, necklaces.

Then all she could see was the face turned towards her, mouth open, curious, the lips wet and parted. There was a smear of cream on a corner of his forehead. And apart from that, nothing. No bruises. No scars. The photographs were old. He was unharmed.

She wanted to pick him up. But she mustn’t frighten him. She must contain her own fear and approach slowly, bend down to his level, smile, say something, quietly.

Mayson. Her grandchild.

There was a sudden burning pain, starting near her waist, jabbing down into her left buttock and up into the ribs. She was seized by a shoulder and turned, made to face Dane, smell him, and then there was another pain, near her stomach going up through her throat.

Then she was on her knees. Dane got in front of her and put his hands under her arms. He tried to force her up. She curled her legs, protecting organs she imagined to be bleeding, feeling them soft and shattered. Somewhere above her he was shouting. At Paul, at Belle. Veronica couldn’t understand it. She heard the words ‘ten minutes’.

He dragged her, swearing about how fat she was, cursing as she tried to curl. He pulled her through the kitchen, out the door and dropped her on the concrete. She caught herself on her hands, then allowed herself to fall sideways, curled up, feeling the cold of the ground on one cheek. She closed her eyes.

She opened them in time to see his feet, going back through the door.

Belle. Paul. The child. She had to stop him, find a phone, phone … who? Her thoughts stuck. Ahead of her there were two loops of wire that used to be part of a garden edge. Closer, a foil tray that once held pills, and a mound of bright moss, some tiny green flowers rising from it.

Somewhere behind her in the house there was a high cry, then silence. The phone was in her handbag, which was in the kitchen. She lifted herself onto one elbow, but the world swung around her. Her legs wouldn’t work. The muscles of her stomach contracted.

She vomited onto the concrete, and, wondering vaguely what that would do to the moss, pushed herself back, away from the sour pool, and lay down again.

‘Veronica.’ Paul was pulling at her arm, lifting it, letting cold air press into her side. He had her bag. ‘We have to go. Get up. Sorry. I know. Get up. He said I had to get you out of here.’

Veronica pushed herself up again, tried a laugh. It didn’t sound brave, more of a wail. ‘No.’ She stayed on all fours. She found words. ‘I’m going back in there.’

‘We can’t.’

Veronica forced a leg to move, put one foot on the ground, then another, pushed herself almost straight, felt her stomach shrink, tensed it, stopped it from heaving. ‘I’m going to get that little boy out of there.’

‘We can’t.’

‘He’s a child.’ Courage, that was all. Paul had to be made to see.

Her child. She took a step, went down on one knee again.

‘He’ll stop you. He’s too strong.’ Paul was whispering just above her. ‘If you go back in there it’ll make it worse.’

‘What else can he do to me?’

‘Nothing.’ His fear was coming through his breath, the sound of it scratching in her hair. ‘He said he’d take it out on the child.’

Chapter 19

______

Veronica tried to lift her head but the world lurched, so she kept it down and focused on a stone. Half bent, and with Paul holding her shoulders, she found she could move her feet, and they began the slow progress towards the street. It felt as if there was an iron rod pushed through her stomach and with each step it stirred her intestines.

She stumbled on the rough driveway, felt the briar rose grab at her hair. Then she was on the footpath. She heard the roar of a passing vehicle, and lifted her head. The rod inside her flipped and pushed her stomach up, and then her legs gave way and she was kneeling over the gutter, being sick again.

‘Get the phone.’

‘No police.’

‘Paul.’

‘He’s not hurting Mayson. He hasn’t been hurt. You heard what he said. Mayson is all right if we stay away. And we don’t want the police. We need Roland. And we need to get you checked over.’

Veronica stayed kneeling. She looked at an ice-cream stick in the gutter water, and at something that might once have been a bus ticket. After a minute or two there were more noises from the street – a screech of tyres and an angry blast on a car horn. She tried to look up, set off a really frightening hot pain, and looked down again to anchor her gaze back on the bus ticket.

‘What was that?’ she said.

Above her, Paul, who, she now realised, had a hand on her back, said, ‘Nothing. Someone crossing the road.’ After another few seconds, he spoke again, but not to Veronica this time, to someone else. ‘Hello.’ The tone was uncertain and unfriendly.

A pair of polished shoes appeared at the edge of Veronica’s vision: brass buckles, low heels, stockings over varicose veins. She put her hands on her knees, managed to straighten an inch, then another. She closed her eyes and pushed quickly back, waited while the world settled. Above the smell of vomit there were other smells: brandy, and something else, something stale and sour, rotting daisy stalks, left in a vase too long.

‘We’ll get you to the car,’ said Paul. ‘Will we call one of your doctor friends? Or are we going to outpatients?’

Veronica opened her eyes, pushed her fists into her stomach. ‘Judith.’

Judith wore a green wool coat, fitted waist, structured shoulders, big black buttons. She had a large golden clip in her blue-black hair. She waved a shaking hand, heavy with rings, a meaningless theatrical gesture. ‘I know where he is.’

Now Veronica could hear voices coming from Belle’s house, muffled but audible through the thin verandah walls and front windows. A child spoke a short word, then another word. Not a cry, no sound of pain or fear, just a short phrase. And a man’s voice answered calmly. It sounded as if Paul was right, Mayson would be unharmed, at least for now. But Dane could be watching them. The curtains had parted slightly.

‘We have to go,’ said Paul.

Veronica stood up. It was a slow process, accomplished mainly by pushing with her hands on her knees and with Paul pulling at an armpit.

‘Thank you, Paul. You go now.’

It took him a moment to work out what she’d said. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Judith knows where Roland is.’ Veronica looked at Judith. Judith said, ‘Not him. Just you.’

There was more sound from the house now, Belle’s voice, raised but happy. Veronica turned to look, hurt herself and bent forward, hands pressed to her stomach.

Judith smiled, not nicely. She said, ‘She must be wicked to deserve such pain.’

Judith turned and walked back towards her shop and Veronica followed, still bent over, moving slowly. It wasn’t just the pain. She was reluctant to move away from her grandson. But from the tone of the voices coming from the house it sounded as if he would be all right, at least for a few minutes. She considered calling the police. She could have Dane charged with assault. But that would make a connection between her and Belle, and thus between her and Treen. And it would make it more likely that they would discover a connection between Treen and Roland. And Belle, unstable as she was, had threatened to accuse Roland of killing Treen.

So the situation required more thought. Veronica needed to pause. And Judith knew where Roland was.

Behind her, Paul started the car. She turned to look. He was staring at her, but when she waved him on, he did a U-turn across the street and headed back towards town.

By the time they got to the shop she was dizzy and out of breath but the walking had dissolved the knots in her abdomen into a manageable ache. They went inside and picked their way through the gloom, the maze of shelves and shoeboxes, the dusty smell, the sound-deadening paper. Judith led her out the back and past the stairs to the reading room, where Veronica sank into a chair. She held her breath while the pressure in her stomach eased.

Judith picked up a book from the floor. She stood with it lifted in front of her and her mouth open as if she wanted to say something about it.

Veronica said, ‘Where is he?’ If Judith wasn’t going to take her she’d get a taxi.

There were deep wrinkles running down Judith’s upper lip. Her eyelids, lowered, were brownish. One piece of hair had escaped from the French roll and stuck out over an ear. A mad old thing. Who knew why she had really brought Veronica here, what she was hoping to get out of it. But she had to be made to see, had to tell what she knew. Words. Veronica needed to summon the right words.

She took a breath. ‘Look. All right. Judith, I can see that you are important to Roland. I know he has always been very taken with all this … with you. You are definitely the sort of person that fascinates him.’ Roland was always inclined to confuse eccentricity with depth. But she wouldn’t say that. Flattery. That was the approach.

Something in her stomach had gelled into a cold weight. She sucked in more air and moved in the chair. It sent a pain deep into her hipbones, but she felt better. ‘I also see how gratifying it must be, how entertaining, to have a young man come to you with tales of his parents’ – society’s – moral failings.’ Not flattering enough. She tried again. ‘I don’t mind that. Really. Believe me, most of the time you’d be welcome to him. But he’s a father now. He has to grow up, grow out of it.’

Judith smiled suddenly. She had thought of something and this was delight at her own cleverness. It was an ugly sight, showing small grey teeth, the eyes triangular.

Veronica said, ‘So, where is he?’

Judith waved the book. ‘The Cheeryble Brothers.’

‘Oh, come on. This is no time for that bullshit.’ Veronica flapped a hand on the greasy arm of the chair. ‘There’s a child in that house who might be mine. And a man who hurts people. I need to do something. I need to make him safe and I need to find Roland.’

‘Yours?’ The question was thoughtful, as if Judith was trying to work out the kind of attitude that lay behind such a claim.

‘Yes, mine.’ Veronica sat up too suddenly. A spasm caught her. She crouched forwards. She wondered what Judith would do if she vomited again, wondered how the old carpet would take it. The pain passed. ‘Just have some human decency. Just tell me what you know.’

Judith put the book down on a table and looked at Veronica, intrigued by the request. ‘I know that it takes courage to go through a darkened doorway.’

Was this some kind of cryptic compliment? ‘Well, yes. It did.’

‘I know that a hero looks into the wind, that a sad person shrinks.’

So no, then, not a compliment. Just nonsense. ‘Oh, marvellous.’

Judith waved at a shelf to make it clear where all this wisdom was coming from. ‘I know that there is a light world and a dark world, and they are not very far apart. I know that you in the light have no idea of anything on the other side, that you choose not to know. I know that every now and then a messenger slips through. They try to tell you what they have seen, but you can’t understand them.’

She was speaking primarily for her own pleasure. Her expression became mournful. ‘And every now and then someone from our world goes the other way. Some do it deliberately. They step into the dark. Others simply walk around a corner and find themselves falling …’

This made Veronica sit up. ‘Who? Are you talking about Roland?’

	Judith was watching her intently now. It was a new expression, sharp and surprisingly – disturbingly – intelligent. ‘I’ll take you to him.’

Chapter 20

______

Judith’s car was an ancient Peugeot. Climbing in brought Veronica more pain and nausea, but by pressing her hands into her stomach she managed to protect it from the worst of the jolting. At Antill Street, Judith turned right, then she crossed Davey Street and turned left.

‘Is he at Lesley’s?’

No answer.

Veronica thought and then asked, ‘Have you been here before?’

Fitzroy Place was a short, wide avenue, lined with plane trees. The houses here were large and heavy. There was no-one visible, working in a garden or walking, and, as always, the stillness of the place left Veronica feeling that she was being watched from behind thick curtains. She felt doubly conspicuous today, in the rumbling old car. They drove halfway down the street and the plane-tree trunks, carefully spaced, seemed to measure their intrusion.

Judith parked outside Lesley’s house. The blue Honda was parked in the driveway. Hopefully that meant that Roland was here. Veronica got out of the vehicle. The movement caused her stomach to cramp and she leaned forward while it settled.

When she straightened, Judith was beside her on the path, scowling at Lesley’s place. She made a small hissing sound. It was a 1930s house, two storeys, in dull brick. The front garden had concrete Grecian urns painted white, budding camellias trapped by box hedges and conifers clipped into balls.

‘This is a world wrapped up in too much jeweller’s cotton and fine wool, and cannot hear the rushing of the larger worlds.’ The effort of projecting the words made Judith’s head wobble on her wrinkled neck. She was quoting a book, of course, trying to communicate something in her obscure way, or, more likely, trying to confuse things. In the daylight she looked even more unwell. Her skin was grey and thick, the upper lip almost orange. The shoulders of the coat had moth holes.

Veronica said, ‘I wonder …’ Best to be blunt. ‘It won’t help if you come in. Please stay here.’ She turned her back.

It was Gordon who answered the door. He always did that. The Sopels’ marriage ran on an outdated model and this role was important to him – the husband as the interface between his family and the world. When he saw Veronica he put both fat hands out in front of him, shining with pleasure.

‘Well, isn’t this a nice surprise.’

Veronica couldn’t take his hands. To lift hers would send her stomach into a spasm. She hoped he wouldn’t try to hug her, or pull her off balance.

‘Bit early for a Saturday, isn’t it? Got you all hopping, has he? Running around in circles for him?’

Did he mean Roland?

There was no chance to ask. He turned his head a fraction and raised his voice. ‘Lel!’ Then he said, ‘Or were you just passing?’ He guffawed, too loudly, maybe recognising the inanity of the suggestion.

Gordon was a big man, short necked and powerful, gone fleshy. He stood with his shoulders back and his stomach out, carrying his fat with pride, as if it were still muscle. ‘How’s the batching going? Finally getting to you?’ He shouted again. ‘Lel! We should’ve had you out for a meal, shouldn’t we? The old bloke’ll be home before we get around to it, if we don’t get a move on. And if it’s good enough for the goose, eh?’

He always talked in mangled cliché and with a head-ducking movement, his voice full of enthusiasm and also a kind of childish surprise, as if he was constantly discovering things for the first time. ‘You can bet your socks Alan’ll be doing all right on the chaff bag, especially with Brian and Lofty Milliken along. You can bet he is. And why not, I say. It’s not as if he can’t afford it.’

This was also familiar. Within five minutes of meeting Veronica, he always managed to refer to money in some way. He was a real estate agent and developer, and a property manager, and still thrilled by his own financial success. Veronica liked him, his naivety, his good-natured clumsiness.

Lesley had come up behind him, wearing the expression she usually wore when Gordon was talking: a kind of pained forbearance.

‘This is great. We were just saying, weren’t we, Lelly that we hadn’t seen Vee for yonks and yonks.’

Yonks. No-one ever said that twice. When the kids were little it would have set them giggling.

Lesley was wearing beige pants and a tunic top and waving a mobile phone. ‘Veronica. I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you coming.’ She looked for the car, saw something else.

Judith spoke near Veronica’s ear. ‘It is a deadened world, and its growth is sometimes unhealthy for want of air.’

Lesley ignored her. ‘You haven’t brought Paul, have you?’

‘Paul? No. Why?’

‘Oh, thank goodness. I just couldn’t face him. Not today.’

‘Face him?’

Judith said something about cold sunlight. Lesley’s lips pulled tight with distaste. ‘Is your friend …?’

‘This is Judith.’

Judith said, ‘There is a general smell and taste as of the ancient Dedlocks in their graves.’

‘Goodness.’

Veronica said, ‘Sorry. She wouldn’t tell me where we were going until we were nearly here and then she followed me to the door.’ She wasn’t explaining this properly. ‘Doesn’t matter. She said Roland was here.’

‘Roland? No.’ Lesley dragged her eyes from Judith and turned to look behind her, where Gordon was standing one pace back, listening to them. ‘Of course not.’

‘But you have seen him again?’

‘He came yesterday afternoon, after he’d been to see the McShanes. He returned the car.’ Lesley hurried on to a new subject. ‘Now listen, you must ring Georgie. She’s looking for you. She says you’re not answering your phone.’

Judith jostled Veronica from behind.

‘I’m sorry. I’ll just get her to wait.’

She turned but Judith pushed past them both, muttering something about a thief in the night, and went into the front room.

‘Oh.’ Lesley had enough grace to sound amused. ‘All right. We’ll go into the lounge.’

But before she left the corridor, Veronica stopped. Standing with Gordon in the kitchen doorway there was another woman. A solid figure with a large round head.

‘Come on, Vicks,’ Gordon ushered her away.

Veronica said, ‘That’s the woman from the gallery.’

‘Oh, never mind her.’

Lesley led Veronica into the lounge room. Lesley’s clothes were in one of those European knits that stretch with the body and then fall heavily back into place. She put the phone on a corner of a coffee table. ‘I have to put this somewhere obvious. I’m constantly losing the bally thing. I’m the same with reading glasses.’ She lifted a pair of gold-rimmed glasses on a chain around her neck. ‘Hence the granny look. Paul is mortified.’

Lesley’s house always smelt faintly of new carpet. The room they were in was full of polished wood and painted a creamy colour, with a hint of greenish grey for sophistication. It had a strange muffled feeling, a kind of extreme refinement that made it hard to breathe, as if some crucial element had been removed from the air.

‘Oh, it’s cold. We can’t afford to heat our whole houses anymore, can we?’ Lesley went to a wall heater and turned it on. ‘It’ll take a while.’ She regarded it regretfully.

Veronica wondered how to begin. Roland had been here again. Lesley must know where he was, but she seemed reluctant to talk about it. Maybe because of Judith.

Judith had gone to a sideboard and picked up a photograph in a frame. Now she was watching the back of Lesley’s head. She said, ‘The desolation of boredom and the clutch of giant despair.’

Lesley said, ‘This is the …?’

‘Judith. She used to be called Josette.’ The name had always escaped her. She’d had to look for the stamp again, in the battered copy of Oliver Twist. ‘She runs second-hand bookshops.’ Veronica’s and Lesley’s eyes met. They needed to get rid of Judith, but they couldn’t very well manhandle her out. Lesley raised her eyebrows, pulled a face and then turned, smiling.

‘Well, yes, Judith. That’s my mother.’ She took the frame and stepped back. Then, to disguise the recoil, she held it out to Veronica. ‘You remember Mum, don’t you? It’s quite a nice photo, this one.’

Veronica did remember Mrs Dowling, the smooth curl right in the front of her hair, her glare, the way her cheeks sucked in at the centre so that it was obvious that her teeth were shut tight.

Lesley said, ‘Of course, this is before she became sick.’

Mrs Dowling always seemed to be demanding something of you, but because her mouth was clamped shut she couldn’t make it clear what it was that you weren’t doing.

Lesley took the photograph and put it down beside a vase of winter hydrangeas, richly coloured, claret and olive green. ‘Oh dear.’

The light was grey in here, not flattering. Lesley repositioned a flower and then locked her hands. For a moment she twisted them backwards and forwards, rubbing the back of one with the palm of the other. Her thoughts seemed to drift. ‘We flog away at things, don’t we? We make sure things are all clean and straight and in perfect taste.’

Veronica made a sympathetic noise. Lesley was thinking about her mother, they way she had disappointed her. I caused my mother a lot of pain. There was a sound. Judith had opened a glass-fronted bookcase. She was studying a row of matching leather-bound books. She took one down and opened it with a crack. Lesley winced.

Veronica rested her bottom on the back of a couch. ‘That little boy. Treen’s boy, Mayson. Did you know he’s Roland’s son?’

‘Oh, yes. Thank goodness. I’m so sorry. It was another thing I wasn’t allowed to mention.’ Lesley stepped closer, put her hands out as if to take Veronica’s, lowered them, left them curling near her thighs. ‘He plays us off against each other, doesn’t he? But it’s wonderful, really, isn’t it, in a way. His own boy. Your grandson. But it’s a problem, too. Such a mess. So if there is anything we can do …’ She locked her hands together again.

‘His mother is dead.’

‘Oh, yes. How awful. Where is he? The little boy?’

‘Still with Treen’s friends. I need to get him away.’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘The man is violent. Mayson’s already been hurt several times.’ ‘Oh, I know. It’s just awful. But you’re not to panic. Roland wanted me to tell you that. He’s organising something.’

‘Where is he, Lesley?’

Lesley looked pointedly at Judith and shook her head. ‘It’s all so horrible, isn’t it? Such a disturbed little boy. Roland brought him here. I told you that, didn’t I? Here, of all places.’

Veronica could see what she meant. This was no place for a little boy. The carpet was flawless pink and the couch was chintz, printed with cabbage roses in sandy gold and watered grass green.

‘It was desperation, I think. Roland really had no idea about caring for a child. I changed his clothes and gave him a bit of a wash in the nether regions.’ She wrapped her arms across her stomach, clinking her silver bangles. ‘And let me just say that, so far, you haven’t missed anything. You haven’t missed any lovely hugs and kisses. It’s going to take some work to civilise the poor little devil. He was very naughty, really quite rough. I know it’s not his fault. I know he’s been ill-treated.’

‘I’ll sort him out. I’ll sort it all out.’

‘Oh, yes. I tell Roland that every time I see him.’ Lesley suddenly stepped around her. ‘Just a minute!’ Judith had opened a drinks cabinet. She reached into the mirrored interior, picked up a bottle and read the label. She took the top off and sniffed at it.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ Lesley sounded as if she was talking to a child, but uncertain. ‘I could make you a sandwich, Judith, if you like.’

Judith snorted, picked up a glass and poured two inches of whisky.

Lesley said, ‘No. I’m sorry.’

Veronica said, ‘Just ignore her.’

‘That’s Gordon’s Ballantine’s.’

Judith took a step closer and gave Lesley one of her penetrat-ing looks. She seemed to see something she expected in Lesley’s face and to be sad to find it there. For a moment Veronica thought she was going to comment on it. But what she said was, ‘Blend.’ She turned away, drinking.

‘Just a –’ Veronica moved to intervene but there was a catch in her lower stomach. The pain rose, locking up her organs as it went. She felt herself go pale, a cold sweat.

Lesley said, ‘Are you all right?’

Her stomach loosened almost immediately, but it felt strangely large. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

Judith gave Lesley a knowing look. She was goading her. She drained her glass and filled it again.

‘Oh, all right.’ Lesley shrugged, stiff faced. ‘Why not? Perhaps we should all have some.’ She picked up a red jar from the sideboard and rubbed some cream into her hands. Immediately the room had a perfume, an old-fashioned scent, of pot pourri and geraniums.

They had wasted enough time. ‘Lesley, I need to find Roland. I don’t want to hear about him, I need to actually speak to him. And now it’s urgent.’

Lesley touched Veronica on an arm and lowered her voice. ‘Come over here.’

They moved across the dense carpet to a window at the side of the room. In the driveway there was a breeze, so that the vines along the side threw flickering light and shadow. Pale sunlight glimmered on the chrome of the blue car. Beside the garage they could see part of the back garden, the bare branches of a magnolia, ending in buds, some beds of pansies, small, struggling against the cold.

Lesley checked to make sure Judith was a distance away and spoke quietly, ‘I don’t want her to find him. She’s no good for him. Especially at the moment.’

‘Oh, I don’t think she –’

‘He asked me to tell you not to panic. He’s found a place for that other girl to take the little boy. Belle is going to sneak away and hide there and then you can come and take the boy and care for him. Then there can be a paternity case or whatever is needed. But he couldn’t wait here. The police have been here, looking for him.’

‘Oh! Did they …?’

‘I’ll tell you in a minute.’

Judith had come up behind them. She said, ‘The church in the park is mouldy. The oaken pulpit breaks into a cold sweat.’

Veronica had had enough. ‘All right, Judith. Thank you so much. I think it’s time to go.’

Judith turned her back. At the front end of the room, propped on a table, was a noticeboard with papers pinned all over it. She went to look at it, raised a hand to touch a picture.

Lesley hurried after her, pushed at the raised wrist and again covered the movement with conversation. ‘Oh dear. This is embarrassing.’ She turned to Veronica. ‘This is my feeble attempt at brain-storming.’ She laughed uncomfortably. ‘I found a website that tells you how to write a story. Childish really. Gosh. And I think it’s making everything worse.’

They all studied the board. Lesley had pinned Roland’s four drawings up there, overlapping each other, but there was a lot of other material as well: pages of typed script with notations in ink, words handwritten on scraps of paper, photographs and drawings, and a book cover printed from the internet, The Moonstone.

Judith had her glass in her left hand. With her right she lifted a photograph of an old cottage to study the drawing of Justine. She leaned in, seemed to see something and stood back, slurping at the drink, scanning the loaded board.

‘Oh dear,’ said Lesley. ‘What a waste of time. The trouble is there’s just too much material. Even one book is endlessly deep, isn’t it? You can just keep going into it – every character, every mind, every setting. You can never get to the end of anything.’ She gave a short hollow grunt. ‘I need to get a grip.’ Veronica looked at the notes on the board. ‘This is Roland’s writing.’

‘He left me some notes. I told him I had too much already.’ Lesley touched one of the typed pages. ‘Strangely, though, this project is starting to make sense. Sometimes I get a glimpse of something.’

On the table in front of the board there was a notebook, a bulg-ing thing with extra pages pasted in it and corners of paper sticking out. Beside it was a white stone. Judith picked it up. It filled the palm of her hand.

‘Oh, please don’t …’ Lesley’s hand moved but she didn’t stop her.

‘What’s that?’ said Veronica.

‘What? I don’t know. It’s just a stone. I found it.’

‘Where?’

‘I don’t know. On a path somewhere.’

Now Judith seemed to be trying to rattle Lesley. She waved the stone. ‘Weariness of soul lies before her, as it lies behind.’

‘Oh.’ Lesley’s mouth lost its shape.

Judith put her glass on the table. Lesley moved to pick it up but Judith grabbed her forearm. Lesley shook free. ‘Stop it, would you?’

But Judith had sensed a weakness now, and she seemed determined to work on it. She lowered her voice and moved closer to Lesley, watching the effect of her words. ‘My grief lies all within; and these external manners of lament –’

‘Just stop it.’

‘– are merely shadows.’

Veronica said, ‘Ignore her. Judith, could you –’

‘The grief that does not speak –’

Lesley said, ‘You don’t know. You don’t know me.’

‘– whispers the o’er-fraught heart –’

‘I don’t know who you think you are. I was trying to be kind. Pushing your way in here.’ Lesley waved at the sideboard. ‘Drinking my whisky.’

‘– and bids it break.’

Lesley swiped at the empty glass, sending it across the room. It bounced on the soft carpet, clunked against the wall. ‘Just get out.’

Judith looked grimly satisfied. She went back to the sideboard and picked up the red jar, then she went to the drinks cabinet, took the whisky and left the room.

They stood at the front window and watched her drive away.

‘She’s a terrible creature,’ said Veronica. ‘I should never have brought her here.’

‘That insane way she talks … it’s as if her books have seeped into her reality. All those things she says, they’re quotations, aren’t they? They make you feel you should recognise them, as though there’s something you’re missing. Do you think she does that deliberately? To confuse people?’

‘The old witch. She took the Scotch, you know.’

‘How frightful.’ Lesley gave a pained smile. ‘But the way she looked at Roland’s drawings …’ Lesley frowned at the noticeboard. ‘It was almost as if she was looking for an important piece of information.’

‘It was almost as if she found one.’

‘Do you think?’ Lesley thought for a moment and then shrugged. ‘Maybe she was just looking for an excuse to get nasty.’

Veronica remembered the lined, sallow face. Whispers the o’er-fraught heart and bids it break. ‘Was she talking about your lost child?’

‘I wouldn’t put it past her.’

‘Could she possibly know?’

‘I suppose Roland might have told her.’ Lesley lifted a hand to her throat. ‘I can’t think why.’

‘Sad to be like that. Poking away at other people’s pain.’

‘Well, if that’s what she thought she was doing, she was on the wrong track,’ said Lesley. ‘There is no pain.’

‘No.’ Veronica put a hand on Lesley’s arm, let it drop. ‘Let’s forget her.’

But Lesley was more affected by Judith than she admitted. ‘It wasn’t as if I wanted a child. Not at the age of seventeen. And it wasn’t as if they tore her from my arms. It wasn’t a huge life-defining event or anything.’

‘Her? You knew it was a girl?’

‘It’s scarcely an event at all. It isn’t even a memory, so there’s no pain. At the most maybe sometimes I feel there’s a … a space, I suppose. A vague feeling that there’s something I have lost, or forgotten. Just an absence … under everything, at the back of everything.’

Veronica stood by Lesley at the window. In the shade of the street tree, the box hedge was almost black, with just a few leaves caught in the late morning sun. She looked at a red car, a square of lawn, a curved Art Deco building, brilliantly white. The colours were all primary and plain so that the street seemed to have receded somehow – become flat, like a stage set, crudely painted. It gave her a feeling she remembered from girlhood, the sense that something was ready, waiting, about to happen, and that when it did, she should watch closely.

Lesley said, ‘Do you sometimes feel as if you’re not living your real life?’

‘Oh.’ It was almost as if Lesley had heard her thoughts. ‘I think we all do, yes. From time to time.’

‘Sorry. It’s this writing. It makes me crazy. I’ve even thought of starting with something dramatic and cryptic. Maybe: Sometimes I feel as if I am all sounds. But it’s a bit too bizarre, isn’t it?’

‘No. Not bizarre.’

‘I’m just trying to capture that … the way life escapes you.’

‘I do know what you mean.’ Veronica had brought on this mood, talking about Lesley’s lost child. She should have left it. She tried a sympathetic laugh, hurt her stomach, cut it short.

Lesley looked pleased. ‘Do you? Well, that makes me feel better. I’ve always thought that by the time I was in my fifties my ideas, the way I saw my life … I thought that would have settled. I was expecting … I don’t know … cohesion. It’s almost hilarious, isn’t it, to just say it like that. But I thought that eventually there would be no more banality, no more wanting things. I thought everything would be softly illuminated, like one of those impressionist river scenes.’

Yes, Veronica thought. Lesley and she had more in common than she liked to admit. She wanted to ask about Roland, but she couldn’t change the subject yet. Lesley had been distressed by Judith. And Veronica had brought her here. She should give her at least a few minutes, try to be a friend.

She said, ‘When really we turn out to feel just the same as we always did, except tired.’

Lesley wriggled her shoulders. ‘Oh, how ridiculous. All these mad thoughts. I can’t believe I let that old bag affect me like this.’

‘There has been a lot going on.’

‘Nevertheless, I’m starting to sound like Roland.’

‘It’s understandable. He won’t leave you alone.’

‘Well, that’s true.’

Finally, they were talking about Roland. ‘He came again?

Yesterday?’

‘Mainly to bring the car. He wasn’t game to drive it anymore because he said the police were looking for it. And, of course, Paul and John have another car. They don’t need the Honda. So Roland thought the best thing would be to leave it here. And as it happens the police had been here earlier in the day, asking about the car. Somehow they’re working out all the connections. Treen’s friends would have told them about Roland, and they’ve seen text messages or something. They’ve worked out that Paul is a friend of Roland’s and that he has a blue Jazz. It wouldn’t be that hard. It will be all joining up for them like a neat puzzle.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I played dumb. As I said, it was before Roland had brought the Honda here. So I told them I didn’t know where Roland was and as far as I knew the car was kept at Paul’s.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Well, we can only keep them running around in circles for so long. I don’t know how convincing I was. No doubt they’ll come back. They’ll surely want to talk to you, too.’

‘So Roland needed somewhere else to stay.’

‘He really is determined to dodge them. I said he should just be interviewed but he wouldn’t listen. But he couldn’t stay here, obviously, because they’ll be back. So I lent him my car. I said he should go and stay with Georgie, but he wouldn’t do that either. But that’s a shame because she’d love to help. She’s beside herself.’

‘So where did he go?’

	‘He’s at the Shanty Shack.’

Chapter 21

______

So she was driving again. It seemed to Veronica that she had spent most of the last few days in cars – dashing backwards and forwards between the gallery and the bookshop, making ever-widening sweeps across Hobart. And now she was on the road to Spring Beach. Lesley had driven her home to pick up her car and she had stopped for some food, but by one o’clock she had cleared the cause-ways of Midway Point and was turning left at Sorell.

It was only after she reached Buckland and saw the old church among its ragged pines that her mind slowed enough for her to recognise how wrong things had become. This winding road, past thin fields and scrappy hawthorn hedge, was a drive for weekends and summer holidays, something Veronica had travelled, over and over, in cars full of squealing, bickering children. Before that, it had been a road to her own childhood holidays – long weeks camping along the rocks at Coles Bay, in the days when that was still allowed. Everything on this stretch was deeply familiar – the way the hills seemed to press forwards as you approached them, and then, as you got close, opened, drawing you through, offering up their silly names: Break Me Neck, Bust Me Gall, Black Charlies Opening. It had been family tradition to chant them as the signs went past. Today the memory of that came to her with a kind of mockery. It was somehow unthinkable now, that there could have been times like that, in the same world, in the same family, as those photographs of Mayson.

By the time she got to the Prosser River a light mist was sinking through the treetops. She turned right at Orford, and went south along an avenue of white wattles. Spring Beach always struck her as a melancholy sort of place. A small collection of shacks that looked empty, rows of blank windows. She drove past them and up the hill to Lesley’s.

The Shanty Shack’s gateposts were overgrown with grass. Roland had dragged the gate open and wedged it back into a wall of unpruned pelargoniums. The shack spoke of Lesley and Gordon’s humbler days. It was white weatherboard, with thick wooden window frames that needed paint. There were odd planks tacked on for no obvious reason and its base was made of scraps of sandstone collected from a quarry. The garden was humble, too – echiums, cordylines, gazanias, all in beds with cement edges, a concrete disc over the septic tank. Veronica was pretty sure Lesley never came to Spring Beach.

It had been years since Veronica had been here. The place was familiar and at the same time changed. This wasn’t something she could put her finger on – it wasn’t that things looked smaller – but it was as fundamental as that. There was a faint but all-encompassing wash of difference, as if someone had filtered the light.

In the carport she could see Lesley’s white Audi, on the back shelf a T-shirt and trousers screwed into familiar balls.

He had heard her coming. There was a movement at the window, and then she saw him, the shape of him, a big raggy head, straight shoulders. Childe Roland. But not a child now. A father. The thought was absurd and hilarious, and she found her throat had locked. However she had imagined grandmotherhood, it had not been with Roland, and it had not been like this. Now that anticipated joy, that whole world of grandchildren, of new children, had become linked with another kind of world, with other pictures – Treen, blackened and frozen – and with stories and photographs, bruises and burns. And suddenly, instead of rushing to him, she was facedown on the steering wheel, making a tiny groan of pain and nausea, and then she was throwing herself back, gasping for air.

She could not indulge this. She said the old words again, trying to invoke her own mother and the sewing teacher who had hated her: You will have to do the crying later, Veronica. Right now we need to get on.

Roland had come to the door. Her boy. Her big, big boy. She pressed her fists into her stomach, trying to loosen the muscles and feel some blood flowing, wriggled some movement into her back. Then, carefully, she swung both legs out of the car and went to meet him.

As always, she was surprised at how tall he was. He was dressed in his usual way – a threadbare jumper and op-shop jeans in a pale lilac colour, fading to apricot at the knees, droopy at the waistband, with checked boxers showing. There was a leather thong around his throat, holding three white beads, tied at the back. His face, broad across the cheekbones, with sunken cheeks, looked older than his twenty-four years, bright-eyed with exhaustion.

The expression would never change. She wondered, as she came towards him, if everyone had this, an instinctive expression reserved for their mother, something that came to them in the seconds before they put up their defences and their justifications. In Roland’s case it was amusement, a light, finely tuned almost-smile, which managed to recognise everything around and between them, to feel the importance of it, and then to laugh. It was weak today, struggling to find the humour, but it was still there.

She made sure she walked evenly, with no sign of injury. He glanced at the green bag she had. She waved it. ‘I brought food.’

There was a second in which they looked at each other, shared the ridiculousness of a bag of groceries, and smiled. He smelt of marijuana, a familiar herbal smell, deceptively wholesome. She put the groceries down but their hug was still awkward, in the way it had been awkward for ten years, because he was too tall to cuddle protectively and she refused to allow him to protect her.

She took one brief second to study his face, squeezing his upper arms. After all the searching and the worry, amid all the dangers, real and imagined, after everything that had happened, here was Roland. Despite the ageing and the exhaustion, and everything she had learned about him, he was still exactly the same. It was as if he had never left.

‘Oh, my boy.’

Roland was looking beyond her at the driveway. ‘You weren’t followed, were you?’

‘Who by? The police?’

He moved his head, trying to see further up the road. They could hear wind rattling the lomandra at the side of the house, and black cockatoos in the trees making their rasping cry.

‘It’s an empty road,’ said Veronica. ‘I would’ve seen if there was anyone behind me.’ But she might not have. She had been distracted on the way out, not seeing much at all. ‘Roland, there was no-one there.’ She edged past him and led the way inside.

They stood in the kitchen beside the old blue table. Veronica put the bag down and looked at him.

He said, ‘I just wanted to keep you out of it. I just wanted it to be OK. I wanted it to be a piece of OK news when I told you.’

‘I know.’

‘Because you know I’ve got a son.’

‘I know. It is OK.’

‘Oh, it so isn’t.’

‘No.’

‘Is it?’

‘No.’

He had Alan’s eyes: a light golden colour, with flecks of silver that were almost blue, or sometimes green. A mineral kind of beauty.

He said, ‘Belle texted. She said you’ve been to her house. Don’t go near them.’

‘I had to.’

‘Not anymore. Did he hurt you?’

‘It was nothing.’

Unfair that this beauty was given randomly to some men, to do with as they chose. So many girls in love with him, her Roland. But today his long mouth was shapeless, almost ugly.

He said, ‘Well, you can stay out of it now. I know Belle asked you to take Mayson away, but it isn’t safe. I’m dealing with it. I found a place for them to go, where Dane won’t find them.’

‘All right.’ Veronica looked around. There was so much that needed to be talked through. Carefully. ‘Let’s sit down.’ She went to a tweedy armchair.

He turned a kitchen chair around to face her and sat on it. ‘I didn’t want to bring them here in case he followed. I want to keep this place secret. I’ve got another place. Gordon’s in charge of some old buildings and I borrowed one of his keys.’

‘Let’s just take a sec –’

‘I had to find somewhere to take them. They’re going there tomorrow.’

She struggled to keep up. ‘How –’

‘Just before I came here I met Belle in the back of the Chemist Warehouse and gave her a key.’

‘You’re going to take them to a squat? Is that what I’m hearing? In an old building that Gordon is in charge of? Does Gordon know?’

‘Of course not.’

‘So you stole his keys?’

‘Borrowed. Copied. It’s just for one or two nights. No-one will know they’re there. And we have to get them away from Dane. They’re not safe with him.’

That was true. ‘Well, I suppose Gordon might understand.’ Roland rushed on. ‘After we get them away, when Dane’s looking in other places, I’ll bring them here. Tomorrow night, or maybe the next day … some time when I know he isn’t watching.’

He looked uncomfortable on the hard chair. His limbs, normally so loose, were stiff, tucked into his body. Usually he had an unconscious grace that cut through the dreadful clothes.

‘They’re going to sneak away and I’m going to meet them in the empty building at half past three tomorrow. Paul’s coming to help. I’ll give you the address.’ He took her phone and started punching keys. ‘I’d really like you to come, too. If I’m taking charge of the kid I’m going to need you. He’s a little bastard.’

‘I’m sure he’s –’

‘You wait and see. I know it’s not his fault but … What was that?’

Roland raised himself in his chair, looking towards the window.

‘What?’

‘Something moving out there.’

It was a horrible reminder of Belle, lifting herself to look out her kitchen window, anticipating the arrival of Dane. Veronica stood up, pressing her stomach as she lifted, and went to the window. The garden was soft and grey – lavender, lamb’s ear, scraps of jasmine on lattice. Over on the right, past the water tank, the cliff path was hidden by black cypresses and eucalypts and thin heath.

‘What is it? What do you see?’

On the left there was thick grass, then a wire fence and the road, the Hugheses’ old place, and, rising behind that, wet bush. ‘There’s a dog on the road, a young pointer of some kind. It might have been in here and jumped the fence.’ She sat down again.

Roland said, ‘Sorry. I’m a bit … I just keep thinking I can hear cars.’ There were new wrinkles between his eyes.

‘Roland, let’s just –’

‘I’m still going to look after Mayson. I was going to make some kind of life. For Treen and him. I mean, not with me. Not together. But something.’ He was jumping from thought to thought, over-whelmed. How could he be planning carefully in this mood? ‘I was going to work out what to do. Then I found her. On the rock.’

‘I know.’

‘There wasn’t anyone else I could ask. It had to be you.’

‘I’m the mum.’

The word was fat and familiar and old and sad. He turned away. Roland had dropped the Honda at Lesley’s yesterday and taken Lesley’s car. He had been here since yesterday evening. There was no TV, and he was always short of mobile data. Beside a full ashtray on the coffee table, there were some ragged holiday-house paperbacks: East of Eden, Death of a River Guide and Tess of the D’Urbevilles. He’d also been looking through photographs. There was an open album – family shots from the Sopels’ early days, Paul’s childhood.

Veronica wanted to slow him down, to get him into a frame of mind where they could plan things. She touched the album. ‘Found some happy memories?’

‘These?’ He seemed to be seeing them for the first time. ‘Aah. Oh, I’m just … I thought I saw something. Once. But it was a long time ago.’

There was one photo loose on top of the album page. He picked it up and held it out to her. It was taken here, down on the beach, a photo from a holiday years ago: Paul and Gordon and Roland, all sitting on an upturned dinghy.

‘Remember that boat they had? Gordon taught us to row, and we used to dive off it, and we caught flathead.’

‘Yes.’

‘He taught us to gut them too. Paul hated all of it. He hated sand. See the feet? Paul’s feet are clean. He wiped them with his hands. But Gordon’s feet are covered in sand.’ He wiped the photo with his finger, as if trying to remove some of the sand. ‘I’ve been looking for this. I thought it would show me something. I have to get back and ask some questions.’

‘What? About a photo of the beach?’

‘It doesn’t matter. It can’t be right.’ He closed the album and put it under the table. Then he sat on the armchair opposite her.

Veronica said, ‘There’s so much that needs to be talked through.’ ‘Well, obviously.’

‘Can we go over everything? Slowly?’ He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘Tonight, for instance: Mayson and Belle are with Dane. You’re confident they’ll be all right?’

‘Confident?’ He grunted. ‘I can’t do much about it. It’ll just have to wait until tomorrow. But no, I’m not confident at all. You know what it’s like. I mean, he scared you. And he can be a lot worse than that.’

Belle had told him about Veronica’s visit, but might not have described exactly what Dane had done. It was possible Belle didn’t know. There was no need to go into it. Veronica waited a moment, and then said, ‘There’s a lot we need to talk about. Problems that will last a lot longer than a bit of trouble …’

He picked up the ashtray as if he was about to stand up, then stopped.

‘You’re a father.’

He put the ashtray down. ‘Shit.’

The light in here was soft, reflections of the grey sky and the grey water, soaking the room in silver.

She said, ‘It’ll be all right. We’ll make it work.’

‘You haven’t seen him.’ At the thought of his son, his energy left him. He leaned back in his chair and looked at her from under lowered lids. ‘He’s a very …’ He searched for words. ‘Am I supposed to love him? Because I can’t stand him. Have you seen him? He’s mad and rough and he doesn’t listen to what you say. It’s like there’s nothing …’ He waved a hand in front of his face. ‘He bashes everything around. I don’t know what they’re feeding him. He wouldn’t eat for me. I took him for a few outings to get to know him. But God. I took him to Macca’s and bought chips but we had to go outside. I got him to eat some in the car, Paul’s car, but they went everywhere. So we went to the park. And he was just running around swinging things.’ He raised a hand towards one of the armchairs. ‘He moved a chair at Lesley’s. It was as big as that one, and on carpet. He pushed it – he threw himself at it and it moved. I mean, he’s tiny!’ He sat forwards, elbows on knees, big hands hanging down. ‘Then he got on the couch and he’d been running through all the dirt in her garden.’ He smiled at that. ‘I didn’t have any clean clothes for him. I couldn’t change him if I’d wanted to. He fights you. Lesley got his shoes off and took him to the loo.’

‘She told me.’

‘I tried to help. But God.’ He looked at the window. ‘He’s mine and I don’t like him.’

There was a silence. ‘’He’s definitely yours?’

He groaned and closed his eyes.

‘It is at least possible?’

‘I slept with her if that’s what you mean.’ That sudden sting, a child defending himself.

‘Are you sure?’

‘What?!’

There was no room for delicacy. The best way was for her to demonstrate that, keep this factual and unemotional. ‘Just tell me what happened.’

He lurched around in his chair, swinging his legs from one side to the other. ‘Fuck.’

‘Belle and Treen. You knew them at school.’

‘Don’t you remember? You might never’ve met them. Belle went to Fawkner but Treen was from Clarence High. I don’t know how they were friends. They were really weird. They always seemed angry or something. Not in the usual way. There was something about them. I don’t know. But they made each other worse and they would do anything.’ He sighed and, looking as if this was being imposed upon him, started explaining. ‘Three years ago … nearly four years ago, Paul and I were in Hobart and we ran into Treen at a party. There was a lot of stuff there and yeah, I mean, I was into it, too. It wasn’t Treen’s fault. I’m not perfect.’

Out of habit, he had slipped into that adolescent tone, exaggerated precision, mocking the words as he said them. ‘And Treen was crazy and sad and lost and she just needed someone to pull it back together for her. She wanted me to –’

‘You’re not going to tell me you thought you were helping her?’

‘All right. We don’t always do the right thing. I don’t. I’m not saying that. But I know why I did it.’

‘You meant well.’

They were both smiling now, sadly, at the hopelessness of it. They’d had this conversation after all of his mistakes – buying Cruisers for young girls, lending Thick Nick the car, lying to a girl’s parents about where she was. I meant well. I was only trying to help.

‘Roland Roland Widdershins.’

‘I’m not perfect, Mum. I’m not pure. I was disgusted by Treen. I slept with her and then I couldn’t stand her. And I can’t stand Belle. I try not to be like that …’

Another silence.

‘Well, let’s not forget, he might not be yours.’

‘Dane was away for a long time. Apparently if he could do the maths he’d know Mayson wasn’t his. And anyway, Treen said he was mine and that’s enough really.’

‘Hardly.’

‘No. Just don’t do that, all right?’

‘Do what?’

‘You know. What you do.’ He stood up and went to the window.

He stood with his back to her, looking out, from the silver to the white afternoon.

Veronica said, ‘Treen had a lot to gain by claiming you’re the father. It hasn’t been verified.’

‘But it doesn’t matter.’

‘How can you say that?’

He turned and sat back on the windowsill, framed in light. From the angle of his neck she could tell that he had his earnest expression, the one he assumed when he was trying to explain a complicated and subtle moral point, and had no confidence that she’d understand. ‘The thing is, he might be mine. It’s possible. So if he isn’t mine then all I’ve been is lucky.’

It was as if he was the first person ever to deal with these difficulties. He was starting from first principles. That was her fault too. They had given him no background for life’s problems, no frame-work to fit things into, no moral shorthand.

He came back and threw himself into an armchair. He was smiling again, the raggedy smile, wide but crooked in the upper lip, weak at the corners. Raggedy boy. Raggedy thinking.

‘So if it’s just dumb luck then morally I’m still responsible for it, aren’t I? On a universal scale. And, anyway, it’s not about that. The actual blood ties aren’t the most important thing, are they?’

‘Yes.’

‘Mum.’

This is what she wanted him to see. ‘You can’t fix everything. You draw a line around things. You decide what’s yours.’

‘Mum.’

So there they were. She was selfish and simplistic. And Roland was a purist, with the easy idealism of one who had never had children. For a moment she was desperately sad for him. Her boy, for whom nothing had ever been simple, who used to talk about trees and rocks as if they had feelings, who had seen meaning everywhere, was now an adult who struggled to fix everything and wondered why he couldn’t and spent hours pontificating, arguing, ranting, chasing around after hopeless cases, drawing pictures that couldn’t change the world.

He stood up. ‘Do you want a drink or something?’

‘Yes. All right.’

He made tea, dug in the bag she had brought and assembled a plate of bread, cheddar, butter, chutney and tomatoes. She waited on the couch, put her head back, thought nothing.

When he sat down, she said, ‘All right. We’ll deal with the parenting when we can. But let’s finish the story. Treen now has a two-year-old child. A few weeks ago she rang you, claiming Mayson was yours. And she said her partner, Dane, was violent.’ She stopped. How much did he really know about the violence? Had he seen the photographs?

‘I didn’t want you dragged in. I wanted to get them away from Dane first. I thought he’d be dangerous. He is dangerous.’

‘Yes, he is.’

‘So I came down. Belle and Treen and Dane and Mayson were all living in that tiny place in Macquarie Street. I didn’t know what to do. I had to get them away and Treen was getting really …’ He put his head down, rubbed at his forehead. ‘Aaah. She gets crazy and sad and lost. So they were both drinking a lot, taking stuff.’

‘What happened to Mayson?’

‘He was around. I took him out a few times and Paul helped me. Paul came with us to Bellerive Beach. I was trying to get to know Mayson and work out what to do. Treen kept asking me to take them all up to Kandina but she and Belle were just … There was no way.

‘They were doing all this stuff and the whole time they were going on about these bloody creams. They thought they were going to start a stall at a market somewhere. But they were both out of it a lot of the time, and they were being really … stupid.

‘I tried to talk to Dane and he belted me and told me not to come back. So I didn’t know what to do. And then, on Tuesday, I got this text from Treen. It said, “Guess where I am. The Slipping Place.” I thought she was joking. It was pretty late in the afternoon.’ He picked up some bread, pulled a crust off and dropped it again. ‘But then I didn’t do anything about it. I’d tried to talk to them and got belted so I thought fuck it. Then two days later Belle rang me and said Treen was missing. I didn’t know.’

‘No, well, that’s it. You didn’t know.’

‘There are texts and phone calls to me on Treen’s phone. They will have found it all.’

‘Yes.’ The police couldn’t be far away.

‘So on Thursday I went round to the house and Belle was there, all kind of spitting because Treen had gone off and left her with Mayson and all the bottles of cream to put into boxes or something. She said Treen had gone off in a car and she didn’t know where. Someone was going to give her some money.

‘And the last I’d heard she was at the Slipping Place. So I went up to have a look. I mean, I didn’t really think she’d be there, but … I don’t know what I thought, but I went to look and there she was.’

‘Oh, my lord.’

‘Yeah.’

She buttered some bread and made herself eat it. ‘But it’s too late to change any of it. What we do need is to think about what happens now.’

He stood up and went to the kitchen table, fished a packet of Monte Carlos out of the bag.

‘Can we go down to the beach?’

Chapter 22

______

The cliff path had eroded over the years, so that the planks that used to hold steps now stuck up, sharp edges ready to trip her. Roland went down first and with every step he turned slightly back, ready to catch her if she stumbled. At the bottom they took the duckboard through the scrub. There was new orange tape, and signs telling visitors to avoid walking on the soft sand where plovers might be nesting.

The water was grey, not overly rough but cloudy with churned sand, and over the sea clouds had drifted low, blurring the line between water and air, so that further out the waves were just a mysterious movement in two shades of grey. There was no horizon and no sign of Maria Island.

They went to the south corner where bits of rock had fallen from the cliffs. Veronica sat on one.

It must be almost four and the light would soon fade. They needed to face the hard topics now, before Roland found more distractions. ‘All right. It is time for the one important question. Do you know who drove Treen to the mountain?’

He hesitated.

‘Role?’

‘Treen told Belle she was going for a drive with someone and they were going to give her some money. And this person drugged her and left her up there.’ He jabbed a stick into the sand. ‘They wouldn’t have had to force her. I told you. She was in a bad place. She would’ve had a go at anything.’

‘So someone did it on purpose. It was a deliberate act.’

‘Well, not exactly.’

‘What?’

‘In a way it wasn’t an act at all. Someone drove Treen up the mountain and then they just left her there. They didn’t help her back to the car. In a way it was an absence of action.’

‘That doesn’t change anything. It was murder.’

At the word his head jerked up.

‘It was also very calculated. It happened slowly and took planning. It doesn’t seem to be the kind of thing Dane would do.’

He started flicking the stick at casuarina nuts, making them roll away.

She said, ‘The police are going to find out what happened – what Treen had taken, who drove her there.’

‘I hope they do.’

‘Belle said she’d say it was you.’

He shook his head and hissed between his teeth. ‘She won’t.’ ‘She said Treen was drugged with prescription morphine and that you had some.’

He shook his head.

‘She said Treen was driven away in the blue Honda.’

‘It’s all crap. It’s just Belle being …’

She left a silence. ‘Well, look. Yes. Obviously, they will catch up with us soon. But let’s remember, that is as it should be. They are on our side. We’ll simply tell them the truth from beginning to end. Belle is lying. You’re innocent. They’ll find out what really happened.’ She wished she was as confident as she sounded. ‘We’ll get lawyers.’ She left a space and then spoke more softly. ‘But you’ll have to tell them what you know.’

‘I don’t know anything.’ He was lying.

‘It’ll be all right, you know.’

He made an angry sound, threw the stick.

‘You do know who it was, don’t you?’

He was close to telling her. The air was surprisingly still, with the kind of dissolving light that shrinks the distances between things. Somewhere high on the cliff, birds were making comfortable noises thickened by mist.

She was about to prompt him when he said, ‘I don’t understand. I can’t understand why it happened. I’ve got Lesley thinking about it for me. You need to understand women. Women like Treen.’ He was slipping into the woolly ideas again.

‘Roland, you need to wind back the theatrics and just tell the police what you know. Name a name. Tell Lesley, if that’s what you want to do.’

‘Yes. I am telling her things. She’ll end up understanding it and she’ll help me explain it. And Judith. She’ll help too.’

‘Judith?’

‘I think she already knows the truth. She understands people.’ ‘She speaks entirely in quotations.’

‘That’s a deliberate position. She said too much has already been said. She’s decided not to add to the pile.’

‘It’s a pretension. After all these years, you can’t still be taken in by that sort of nonsense.’ Veronica thought of Judith, tormenting Lesley in her lounge room. ‘There’s aggression in it, too.’

‘You’ll see. Judith knows who killed Treen. She isn’t going to tell anyone, because no-one listens to her. She learned that a long time ago. But she knows.’

Veronica’s rock was lumpy. She tried leaning forward, but that hurt her stomach, so she leaned backwards, taking the weight on her arms.

‘I don’t think you appreciate the urgency. Mayson’s safety is the first priority, and we’ll sort that out tomorrow. But then you’re going to have to talk to the police.’ It was as if he hadn’t heard her. ‘They’ll be wanting to interview me again. They’ve been at Lesley’s place. Belle is threatening to say Treen was driven away in a blue Honda. You’ll have to answer questions about where you were that night.’

‘Yeah.’

‘So where were you?’

‘God, Mum.’

‘You’re going to have to tell them.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘What?’

‘This isn’t about me.’

‘Of course it is.’

‘Shit.’

This position wasn’t working either. Her wrists and arms couldn’t take it. She pushed herself up and stood facing out to sea.

Roland said, ‘You think you’re so caring.’

‘What?’

‘You do all this stuff, like the forest thing, and saving that lily, and the art gallery volunteers and the painting and the garden.’

Oh, Roland, not now.

‘You think it makes you a good person. But it’s all so separate.’

‘Separate from what?’

‘From everything else. You drive around in that Mercedes. You wear all that handmade stuff. You only drink expensive wine and then you talk about it. I wish you could see what pain and problems would be like if you didn’t have those things.’

He had accused her of all this before, but there was more passion in it this time. Best to just let him finish.

‘There are things you’ll never get. You’re not stupid. You’d just rather not look at them properly. You look the wrong way. You miss the important things.’

Someone else had said that.

‘And you think you’re fair. That’s what really gets me. I mean, you have an agenda. It’s unspoken, but it’s very loud.’

They stared out at the grey bay. On the point, a great slab of sandstone had fallen down. It sat like a large plate, tilted into the water.

‘And you, in the meantime, are drawing dying girls and putting them on shop windows.’

He laughed sadly.

‘What are they for?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

She knew he hated this, the old pattern, mother interrogating son. ‘Lesley said there are clues in the pictures.’

‘There are. You have to look closely.’

‘Or you could tell me.’

The mist had thinned over Mercury Passage. They could make out Maria now, just a blue shadow. It looked like some other kind of land, something whose substance was not stone but concentrated light.

‘Roland. You see what this is doing. At the very least it shows you’re involved. And the picture of Molly, beside that cairn, is an admission that you saw Treen dead. It connects you to her.’

‘I am connected to her.’

He knew who killed Treen and he was refusing to say. Instead he was drawing. He was the same as she was. This was her fault. She should be telling him not to be stupid, but at the same time, she should be listening, trying to understand what it was he wanted to tell her. She was failing him.

She saw it now. When it came to her children, to Treen, to everyone, she was no help at all. She had spent her life the way Roland did, missing the important things, head in the clouds, head on the page, trying to find the secrets of light, painting, dreaming, and creating pictures that couldn’t change the world.

Chapter 23

______

Veronica pulled up on the right-hand side of Davey Street and sat looking at the buildings across the road. She had left Roland the previous evening in Spring Beach, promising to meet him and Belle here at three thirty. Back at home, unaccountably, she had slept deeply for several hours. But the morning had been slow and aimless. She had drifted around the house and garden, beginning and abandoning menial chores, thinking only of Mayson, unable to make plans for his future, unable to stop her mind from trying.

At ten she had remembered that Georgie would be looking for her. There was a string of missed calls and messages and it was only a matter of time before Georgie decided to check the house again. And now, with Roland’s dubious plans to settle Mayson into a squat, she needed to avoid Georgie more than ever. So she had gone out, driven around places Georgie would not look for her, ended up in a milk bar in Fern Tree. Then, at two fifty, she had come here, to wait for someone to show up. After the long, restless, unproductive morning, she felt unable to move, swollen with tiredness and anxiety.

The July sun sat low behind the town, leaving the street in shadow. The hiding place Roland had organised for Belle and Mayson was one of the oldest buildings in Davey Street, across the road from the Royal Tennis Court and the genteel Georgian buildings converted into professional rooms. It used to be known as the ‘old St Mary’s Hospital’. It was a beautiful building – or at least it would have been once – with tall windows set in graceful pairs and gateposts of iron lacework topped with little spiral spikes. But many of its windows were broken, some covered with paper, some with torn blinds. Its stonework had pockmarks and stains and the window ledges were crumbling. At the top, sunlight fell on crenellations and silly ornamented gables, showing up their powdery texture and the broken spaces where chunks had fallen to the street. There was something about that, that erosion, that reminded her of the decay of human flesh. The processes seemed the same – injury, infection, spotting, flaking, scars.

It was nonsense, of course. It was her own mind that was infected, with weakness and doubt and a grey, generalised unease. And there was rational anxiety too. Roland’s plan to house Mayson and Belle here, in this crumbling building, even for one night, seemed ill-conceived, too vague on detail. He didn’t even seem sure that Belle would be able to get Mayson here without Dane knowing about it.

But, at this stage, doubts weren’t helpful. What was required was a level head and sensible action. Roland had copied Gordon’s key to a back door. She would walk down Salamanca Place and find the entry at the back of the building and wait for Belle.

A change in the lights sent a group of cars past. When they had gone she got out of the car and crossed the road. But as she went past, she saw that the front doors were open a crack.

These doors were double, painted a faded red and set in a nest of pointed arches. They were covered in graffiti and shreds of paper from torn-off posters. The right-hand door sat an inch back from the other. The edges appeared undamaged. The doors must have been unlocked from inside.

On the closed door, held with sticky tape across the corners, there was Roland’s drawing of the falling girl. Veronica couldn’t understand why he would have taped it there, after everything she had said. Maybe it was some kind of message for her, a statement of defiance. She pulled it down, folded it and put it in a pocket, then pushed the other door open.

And as she did that, inside the building, there was a high wail. It was a long trembling sound, with laughter in it, but crazed. If it contained words, they were impossible to understand.

Belle? Could she already be here?

The wailing stopped. In the silence, a voice came from behind her: ‘A savage, a sharp, a shrilly sound.’

Veronica turned around. Judith was a few metres down the street, standing near an iron railing. She must have come from Murray Street somewhere, or from Franklin Square. She looked tiny in the narrow-waisted coat and the dainty shoes. A wobbling doll, the voice surprisingly deep and rich. ‘A demoniac laugh, uttered at the very keyhole of my chamber door.’

Behind the railing there was a pit around a basement window. There was rubbish down there, a wet rotting smell. The window was covered.

The voice inside started again. This time it was screaming – long distressed sounds, rising and falling in tone and speed, nothing approaching the rhythms of human speech. At moments, the screams were joined by a lower voice and shuffling sounds. There was a crash, a piece of furniture being knocked over.

Veronica’s grandson was in there.

She pushed the open door, banging it back against the wall.

‘Belle?’

The voices instantly stopped. She went through a panelled space to a dingy hall surrounded by doors. On either side, wooden stairs led to an unlit mezzanine walkway with a heavy wooden railing. There were three doors up there, one open. At each end of the walkway there was an archway and a staircase leading further upwards.

The high voice had to be Belle, but it had been distorted. This was more than simple panic or pain, or conflict. It was a mix of emotions, a kind of undefined distress, something insane about it.

She called, ‘Belle, it’s Veronica.’

But before she finished the screaming started again, and the people up there wouldn’t have heard her. She made out a few words this time: ‘… taking him … getting out.’ They echoed around the building, disembodied, the way voices do in nightmares: ‘… it isn’t me …’ Finally there was a long shriek, a thin wire of sound, ending in a coughing sound.

Veronica’s eyes were adjusting to the poor light. Upstairs, she had a vague impression of fleeting movement in one of the shaded arches, but when she focused on it there was nothing there.

‘To cross the silent hall. To ascend the darksome staircase.’

Judith was standing in the doorway, back in the light of the street. ‘You stay out please, Judith.’ Her voice was hard in the empty building. ‘There’s nothing for you here.’

Judith’s face registered sour amusement. ‘Wrong.’ Then she became serious. ‘I’m here for the baby.’

Baby. Not the right word for Mayson, but enough to make Veronica hot, then cold. Mayson was here somewhere, in this dirt and this insanity, among these thumps and echoing voices.

‘Stay outside. This is bad.’

She was revealing her own anxiety, talking like that, as if Judith was stupid, as if she could barely speak English. In response, the blotched face was twisted by a spasm. Whether this was outrage or inward laughter, or just a problem with nerves, Veronica couldn’t tell.

Belle appeared on the high walkway. Without looking down she ran lightly across and started down the stairs. She looked excited – wildly, madly happy. She was wearing a flimsy white dress and over that some kind of shawl, silk by the movement of it, and very fine. The shawl drifted up behind her, making her appear weightless. But the moment she saw Veronica, she became heavy again. She stopped and gripped the handrail. Her weight swung forwards, towards her hands, but she held herself and straightened.

She stared at Veronica, open-mouthed, and then gave a mad laugh. ‘Two grannies!’ A splinter of light fell from somewhere onto her hair. Veronica looked behind her. Judith was just stepping in through the doorway. Surely Belle couldn’t have seen her. She must have heard her.

Somewhere above there was a shout and a door slammed. Belle gave another wordless cry and ran back upstairs and disappeared. Veronica followed.

At the top of the stairs she went through the door that was open. She came into an empty room, patches on the walls where furniture had been removed, high windows with angled light seeping through paper covers. There were two steel office chairs, one tipped over, and signs of pathetic celebration: an old tin cupboard with two champagne bottles and an empty glass, another glass on the floor. Beside it, splashed across the greasy lino, was a spray of liquid, more than a glassful and long, as if someone had thrown wine from the bottle. No sign of a child.

The noises started again, somewhere above her. She went back out and up the next flight of stairs. There were more doors here, mostly wooden and closed. One was made of aluminium and frosted glass with wire netting set into it and it was open. She went through into a corridor. Rectangular fluorescent lights hanging down on wires, a long wall of interior windows blocked by Venetian blinds. On the right, dirty windows looked over a yard and across a narrow space to another building. At the end there was a pile of metal and yellow tape, as if a barrier had been pulled down, and a door standing open, a rectangle of light, painfully bright against the gloom. Veronica went to look through it, realised there was nothing beyond it, edged closer to have a look. The building was on a slope and the yard was four floors below. She stepped quickly back.

She tried to shut the door, but it was jammed behind the pile of metal. And there was no time. She needed to find Mayson.

Behind her, somewhere in the building, Belle started shrieking again. ‘He’s not here! He’s not here! Don’t!’

There were footsteps on the stairs. Veronica followed the sound back down to the first floor landing. She thought she heard movement behind one of the doors. Belle had been arguing with someone here. Was it Roland? They were earlier than planned, but Roland might be here. But there was no time to see. She had to find Mayson.

Belle must have gone downstairs because now, somewhere below, there was a shriek, and more sounds, dragging furniture, a rumble and a crash. Then voices again, Belle and a man, a jerky exchange full of rage, the two voices overlapping, punctuated by shouts. Veronica went back to the ground floor hallway and continued further down, by a set of dark stairs, then through deeper darkness and a choking smell of mould, towards a lighted room.

Belle and Dane were here. At her entrance they both froze. Dane was behind Belle, one hand on her shoulder, one gripping an upper arm as if he was making her walk somewhere. He had a scratch at the corner of an eye, with blood smeared across a cheek. Belle’s dress had blood on it, and it was pulled sideways, the shawl twisted on one arm, half on the floor. Beside them was a pile of tangled bedding, a bowl with brightly coloured cereal, a plastic takeaway container and the remains of a pie, giving off the sickening smell of warm cheese. There was another chair pushed onto its side. And beside the chair was Mayson.

He was lying on the floor. Veronica’s first thought was that he had been hit with the chair, but there was no mark. It looked more as if he was asleep. Drugged then. Drugged again. Behind him, a set of steel shelving had been tipped over and had caught on a filing cabinet so that it was lying above him at an angle. It might not have reached him if it had fallen, but it looked dangerous there, heavy and dark, a threat. Veronica had to get him out of here. She wondered if she could lift him. And where was Roland? If that was him upstairs, why didn’t he come down? He should be here, protecting his child. Was he hurt?

‘Where’s Roland?’

Instead of answering, Dane shoved Belle away. He pushed past Veronica and went out the door.

‘Where’s Roland?’

Belle’s euphoria had gone. Her eyes were wild and hot. She said, ‘They don’t listen.’

‘What?’

Belle’s white dress was pulled tight and under it her bra and pants were visible, tight elastic cutting into the softness of her. She stepped nearer Mayson and stood with her legs slightly bent, as if she was ready to spring away. Or forwards.

Veronica wanted to go to her, pull her away from the child, but she wasn’t sure she could struggle with Belle without getting hurt. She needed to calm the girl by talking. Mayson was in a deep sleep, as he had been in the New Town shop, mouth open, limbs slack, eyelids so heavily closed that his eyes seemed to have sunken into his head. She wondered what his pulse would feel like. Belle pushed him with her foot, looking at Veronica.

‘Don’t –’

‘I’m not having it.’ She spoke peevishly. ‘People like you.’ These were just fragments of thought, unconnected.

‘Has anything happened to Mayson? Is he hurt?’

‘You can’t have him. You’re not getting him now. I’ve got a better idea, a better offer.’ But as she spoke, Belle’s eyes flicked to the right, focused on something behind Veronica. Coming through the door was the woman from the gallery. Vicky.

Veronica said, ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I came to help.’

‘Is Roland here?’

‘Roland and Paul and John are on their way.’ Vicky was speaking quietly and calmly, eyes on Belle. ‘Roland’s bringing Thai.’ She started coming forwards. ‘And sandwiches for –’

‘You’re not getting him,’ said Belle. She nudged the boy again with a foot.

‘Wait. Please.’ Veronica heard her own voice shake, raised a hand, let it fall. Vicky stopped.

Belle was saying, ‘If you try to get him, I’ll kick him. I’ll kick his head.’ She took an unsteady step sideways.

Somewhere in the building there were shouts. A male voice, footsteps, a door banging. Dane, Roland, Paul, John.

But there was no time to think about that. Belle said, ‘He’s so fricken’ out of it.’

Veronica needed to keep her calm. ‘Kids. I know how it is, Belle. Things happen to them. Accidents.’

‘Dane won’t have it. But he doesn’t know.’

Vicky was moving now, going around behind Veronica in an arc, hoping, maybe, to come in from the side.

Without speaking, and purposefully, as if she had planned the move, Belle picked up the chair. It was a folding chair, hard backed, with iron legs. She straightened and held it in front of her, showing it to Veronica. Her eyes looked dark, dilated. Her mouth was drawn back into the puffy cheeks, her chin twitching.

Veronica spoke even more quietly, ‘Vicky. Paul and Roland are here, did you say? And John? Are they all upstairs?’ She took another cautious step.

Belle said, ‘Roland’s found an empty house. We’re going to the coast. Away from Dane. House-sitting.’ She seemed to be pleading with them, trying to persuade them of something, but her voice had begun to rise, and she was holding the chair out towards Mayson. Her arm looked spotted, diseased. There was a tattoo on the tender inner skin, a flower, a butterfly, a patch of blood red. On the other wrist there was a bracelet with a big chunky clasp.

Veronica said, ‘Belle. I’m going to look at Mayson. I want to check his pulse.’ Another step.

But her fear wasn’t hidden well enough, because suddenly Belle was screaming at her. ‘I need him. I’m taking him away!’ She was swinging the chair now, jerking it around, iron legs sticking out at them. ‘I didn’t hurt him! It isn’t me! And Treen’s dead. Dane won’t have it. We were just having a drink. To Treen. I shouldn’t of taken all the shit but it’s hard.’

‘Dane isn’t here now. He’s gone.’

‘It’s hard. He’s a bad kid. You don’t know. He’s bad. But it wasn’t me. You saw.’

Vicky stepped closer. Veronica concentrated on the positioning of her arms, every fingertip. She took another step, very slowly, rolling forwards onto the ball of a foot.

‘I’ll hit you,’ said Belle simply, trembling. ‘I’ll hit him.’ She held the chair over the small figure on the ground. ‘I’ll hurt him.’ She moved her feet. ‘I’ll jump on him. I will.’

‘Vicky. You get the boy,’ said Veronica quietly.

She stepped forwards. Belle banged the chair on the filing cabinet, a sound like a gunshot, then she raised it above the head of the child. The noise had woken Mayson. He pushed himself onto all fours and stayed there with his head hanging down. Belle swung the chair.

Veronica charged at her. She felt air on a cheek as the chair went sideways, but her forward movement took her into Belle’s body.

Belle threw the chair at the child. One leg hit him in the head as it went past. He didn’t make a sound, slumped to the ground.

Veronica and Belle fell together onto the lino, heads against the filing cabinet. Veronica felt a white hot pain shooting up her spine. She grabbed blindly, hoping to hold Belle back, or at least to keep her own bulk between Belle and the child. Vicky had gone forwards too. She curled over Mayson. He was bleeding. She clutched him to her body and clambered to her feet, blood on her chest, droplets of blood thrown out as she turned away.

Belle leapt lightly up, away from Veronica, snatched up the shawl and ran.

Veronica straightened, ignoring the pain. Vicky stepped closer and they inspected the boy. He had a deep cut to a corner of his forehead. Veronica took off her cardigan. Merino. It was all they had. She rolled it into a ball and pressed it to the cut. Vicky held it there.

Veronica said, ‘Let’s get him out.’

They went out to the next room. Vicky moved easily, unbothered by the weight of the child. There was another door here, pale in colour with a bar across it.

Somewhere upstairs, they could hear voices, Belle shouting, ‘Give it back, give it back!’ and a shriek, maddened, delighted.

Veronica pushed the bar on the door and it moved. They stepped outside into a deep alley, surrounded by the ugly backs of buildings, industrial windows with slanting panes, framed in brown steel, the backs of fans, a lot of pipes. Everywhere there were iron staircases – one beside her coming from a low porch, and much larger ones, fire escapes, painted grey, rusted.

Veronica said, ‘Wait. I’ll ring an ambulance.’

Vicky stopped.

They were at a point where the building ended and the yard wid-ened. There was parking space, and a road went under a covered walkway into a dark area and then out to Murray Street. Another led to a cyclone wire gate at Salamanca Place.

Veronica fumbled for the phone. But before she could get it she was seized by a shoulder. Dane swung her around and then, as she toppled, pushed her up against the wall of the building.

‘Are you happy?’

He pinned her by both shoulders, made a strangled noise of rage, pulled her forwards and shoved her back again, banging her head on the bricks. It sent a pain around the inside of her skull, an explosion through her stomach.

In the building she could hear voices. Men calling, a shriek from Belle. She tried to shout to them. ‘Ro–’

Dane slammed her back into the wall. More pain, something in her pants, urine or blood. ‘You see who it was now. You see.’

She looked towards the open yard. Vicky had gone. ‘I have to –’

‘You fucken people.’ Dane shook her again, this time not hard enough to hit her head, but sending a pain through both shoulders. She pushed back. He held her steady. ‘What did she tell you? That I hit him? Do I look like a man who would do that?’

‘Yes.’

‘You fucken smart cow. Why don’t one of you open your eyes for once. She took photos for fuck’s sake. Who does that? You didn’t know them. They’re mad skanks. They’re insane. They’d take anything. All that shit about hand cream, that was just shit. That was all bullshit.’

She was going to be sick. He shoved his face closer, his chest pressing into hers. ‘All they ever did was fill in time until they could get their hands on something. Es and dope and mushies.’

Something about the body contact sent him onto a tangent. ‘She liked it up against the wall you know. She liked it hard. You get that?’ He grabbed the side of her face pulling down on the cheek. ‘She liked a big hot hard cock. Eh? You fat cunt. She liked a big hot cock.’ She couldn’t tell now whether he was talking about Treen or Belle, or women in general.

‘That’s what she liked and next to that she liked money.’ He tapped her head back on the wall again and then let her face go. ‘And then she’d get her hands on something …’ He was speaking precisely now, separating the syllables: ‘… and if you mix things with al-co-hol …’ He shook her shoulders in time with the words ‘… they go mad. They were both so ma-a-ad. It was Belle who belted him. With a mop. She pushed him into a wall. There were other people there and she reckoned she was out of it. But the iron was in the morning. It was turned on. So she was straight that time. That time I think she was just in a bad mood.’

A tendon was screaming inside Veronica’s neck and a bone in her shoulders was pressed into the bricks. Her stomach had cramped into a rock.

‘And his so-called mother … she did nothing. Belle kept saying she didn’t know what she was doing, and Treen’d let her go. Just let her get away with it. I was going to take him away. I thought he was my son.’

As he said this his eyes, so close to Veronica’s, filled with tears. The vein down the middle of his forehead swelled and pulsed. ‘An iron, for Christ’s sake. As if I’d pick up an iron. She burned him. Have you ever been burned?

‘And she was so cold. Belle. She said they’d take the photos to the police and they’d blame me and the police would believe them. Well, the police would believe them, wouldn’t they? Everybody does. And in the meantime they’d be there with Mayson and I wouldn’t be there to protect him. She took photos of that poor little kid. Treen helped her because she made up some story about confessing or something. She stood him up and took off his clothes and took a photo. And he didn’t yell, because they kept giving him these fucken sleeping pills. The out-right fucken whores. They’re witches. I tell you, they’re fucken witches.’ He was looking straight at her, not seeing her. The grip on her shoulders had relaxed but he was leaning on her now. ‘I thought he was mine.’

‘He’s Roland’s.’

‘I know who you all are. I know where you all live.’

‘He’s not yours. Let us take him.’

He looked up, shocked. ‘You fucken cow.’ He said it quietly and quickly, the way someone else would say ‘shut up’. ‘Was it you?’

‘What?’

‘You didn’t want her around. Is that how you do it, you people? You just drive people away and dump them.’

There were sounds coming from the building. Footsteps, voices, a door slamming.

‘You mad fucken ugly bitch.’ He was drained now. He pushed away from her, stood swaying, hands hanging limply. Then he went out under the building towards Murray Street.

Veronica started fumbling for the phone again. She needed to fix this. Pain didn’t matter. She needed to be strong.

There was a tiny sound above her. She looked up. The end wall of the building was covered in bolts and bits of iron and there were rust stains where a fire escape had been removed. Four floors up, she could see the open door leading to empty space. At the moment she lifted her head a figure flew out of it.

The figure, whatever it was, seemed to stop there, but that was an illusion. It split into two. One part, darkly coloured, moved slowly, spread and curled and hovered, while the rest, something hard and white, fell. It hit the ground with a dull sound. Then there was silence.

Belle. The shawl drifted down and landed a few feet away.

She looked like a little girl, lying on her stomach, head turned to the side. A soft young girl in a white slip of a dress. A bracelet with a heavy lock. Her stringy hair was spread across her face, which was probably merciful. Veronica could see only the corner of a lip, too fat, and a jawbone pushed out of line. There was blood, of course, but surprisingly little. All the real damage would be inside – broken bone; punctured, shattered organs; bleeding – all inside the little soft body hidden under the white cloth.

Veronica went to stand over her. Belle’s head was in the wrong position, an impossible position, her neck badly bent. Dane had done that in the kitchen, he had bent that neck back until she couldn’t speak. And now something had snapped.

She felt for a pulse, felt none.

She had done this before. Then the neck had been cold.

She looked at Belle’s thin arm. A bracelet, closed with a lock. The other day Belle had worn a necklace. There had been another necklace somewhere, a drawing of one, and there had been a drawing of a noose.

More sounds from inside. A single voice: firm, confident, calling to the empty building. ‘Police.’

Veronica’s muscles were weakening and she had a terrible pain deep in her stomach. Behind her there was a car pulling up to the wire gate in Salamanca and past the car she could see St Davids Park, impossibly beautiful, a deep, watery green.

One of Belle’s arms, the arm diseased with ink, was broken. There was a piece of jagged bone sticking through, tearing at the flesh. A compound fracture. Was that the right word? Her thoughts slipped away again. Why would they call it that? What was com-pounded? Her thoughts slipped away again. She used to know.

She was sitting on the ground. She leaned over the girl, put a hand on the broken arm, tried to cover it, pressed it into the soft body.

Behind her a voice said, ‘A moment you must and cannot have.’ Judith. Veronica turned as far as she could. There was only movement, the door to the building slowly closing. A smell of rotting stalks.

A bit of Belle’s dress was out to the side. There was a lump, something in a pocket. Veronica put her hand there. It was hard and round. She put her fingers in. It was a stone, white, smooth. And not far from where she was sitting there was the shawl. Dragons and lotus flowers. Silk. Heavy, flowing falling silk. It had floated behind Belle on the stairs. For a moment she had appeared weightless. But this time she had lost the shawl and fallen. In her white nightie. Like the girl. There had been a picture of this. Roland had drawn it. The shawl was the same.

She couldn’t stand it. Belle lying like this. She would fix it. She got onto her knees, leaned forward and lifted the girl’s head, the little girl’s hugely heavy head. She tried to put it back into line, into position on the body. But there was nothing to help her. There seemed to be nothing in the neck at all.

Someone was standing over her, then squatting. A policewoman. ‘Don’t touch her please, madam.’ A young woman, a round, dimpled face. She was speaking softly, as if Veronica was the child, the hurt one. ‘Did she fall? Please don’t touch her. Can you just sit back, please, and let me see?’

‘No,’ said Veronica. ‘Don’t look.’ The young woman didn’t need to see. She should be spared it. They should all be spared.

The officer turned away, spoke into a radio.

Words came into Veronica’s head. The police are getting younger. It made her want to laugh. It was a joke she had with Alan. Not just the police. Waiters, dentists, cyclists, journalists … all getting younger. But this was a double joke, because this time it really was a policeman. A policeman who was young. Policewoman. Child.

She had to pull herself together. This poor young thing had to be protected, from the arm, the face, the neck.

Because there was nothing to be gained. The blood had stopped flowing, had almost not flowed at all. And Veronica had seen two wet glints, Belle’s eyes, open slightly, shining in the sickly afternoon. And this kind stranger, this young woman, Georgie’s age, turning back to her now, squatting again, needed to know that. There was nothing to be done.

‘It’s all right.’ Veronica wanted to add, ‘You stand over there. I’ll deal with this.’ That is what she – old Veronica – would have said. But when she heard herself speak again it wasn’t that.

She said, ‘I don’t understand.’

Chapter 24

______

This time they kept her much longer. Before asking anything, the police had her examined by a young doctor from Bangladesh, very short and cheerful, with a shy intelligence and a quiet voice. She downplayed her injuries and managed to pull herself together sufficiently to convince him that she wasn’t suffering undue shock or trauma. She didn’t tell him about her head being bashed against the wall. After raising children and working in the clinic, she knew the signs of concussion and felt nothing more than a dull headache. The young doctor said she was bruised, but not seriously injured. She knew she should be checked thoroughly: her stomach and her head. But there was no time for scans or emergency rooms. She would just have to hope that the damage wasn’t serious, that she didn’t have concussion, that she wasn’t going to collapse, at least until after she had made sure Mayson was being cared for.

After that the detectives interviewed her. Maybe to unsettle her, instead of starting with the events of the day, they asked her about Treen. They mentioned Roland and this time she did call a solicitor. Peter Willensen was a friend of a friend who had dealt with Alan’s parents’ estates. He was not experienced with cases like this one.

Criminal cases. Is that what this was?

Peter sat quietly, listening while they made her repeat her story several times.

From somewhere she dredged up some intelligence. She said she didn’t know where Roland was now, and she had only recently learned that he had been friends with the girl on the mountain. They questioned her over the details, seeking a lie. They asked her where Roland was staying and if she knew the woman from the South Hobart bookshop. They asked her about the blue Honda and whether Roland had any access to morphine-based medication.

After a second cup of tea, they began asking about Belle. She was able to describe the events in the old hospital exactly as they had happened, except that she omitted hearing Roland, Paul and John. She tried to stay vague about how many voices she had heard and said she hadn’t been sure whose voices they were. As far as she could tell, the police hadn’t found anyone in the old building. It hadn’t been the detectives who’d come initially, just a couple of uniformed police, sent to investigate reports of a disturbance. They had gone through the front door and straight downstairs to the yard, and security guards had come through the back gate from Salamanca. Roland, Paul and John had been upstairs somewhere. Presumably they had slipped out the front door.

She also omitted Vicky from the story. She said Belle had left Mayson and run upstairs and she, Veronica, had gone out the back looking for help, where she ran into Dane. She said she didn’t know what had happened to Mayson, secretly hoping that Vicky had looked after him properly, got him to Roland, got him to hospital. Surprisingly, she felt confident this had happened. In a break between questions she allowed herself a moment of gratitude for Vicky’s obvious strength and dependability.

Then she described Belle’s fall. The police questioned her about the high door, the protective barriers that had been dragged away. They spent a long time asking about the way the door had been trapped open, apparently trying to trick her into admitting that she had arranged it that way. This confirmed what she had suspected. That high door had been deliberately held open for Belle to fall through. Belle had been led to it, or pushed.

There was no time to think that through during the questioning. Once again, Detective Sergeant Collins had fresh creases in his shirtsleeves and once again she found she couldn’t ignore them. Like the last one, this shirt was all cotton, but it had small flecks of blue and it was more finely spun. He had been at the police station all day. There was a reddish shadow on his chin and a tackiness to his hair. So she had been right. He kept a shirt here, ironed and ready, in a cupboard somewhere, for … what? Ladies of a certain age? Surely there couldn’t be many people like Veronica dragged through these sad rooms. It was for the difficult cases then, the dramatic ones. For the deaths.

She gathered her faculties. There were a lot of things she must tell the police, large terrible truths, and at the same time there was a whole array of details she couldn’t tell them. And yet things could so easily be revealed, by the flicker of an eye or a hesitation, or a tone of voice. One thing she was able to describe vividly was Belle’s appearance, her struggle with Dane, the blood on his face. She could describe Belle’s threats to the child and her uncontrolled movements, and she also told them about the shouting, the footsteps that she couldn’t locate. She didn’t mention the drawing stuck to the door, which was still in her pocket.

She said she didn’t really know Judith except as the owner of a second-hand bookshop, someone she had seen in the streets. She said she was just a mad old drunk, which was true. A savage, a sharp, a shrilly sound.

She said she had visited Belle, once in her shop and once at her house, out of a sense of connection and responsibility, having been the one who had found Treen, and out of concern for Treen’s child. Belle had asked her to come to the old hospital at three thirty, to help her settle in and, despite the fact that she disapproved of squatting, Veronica had agreed to do that. She had not known what she would find. She had been hoping to find a way to help Belle look after the little boy.

Constructing all this had been exhausting.

She said that at the old hospital she had tried to talk some sense into Dane and Belle, but she had been swept aside. She assumed Belle’s death was a tragic accident, that the high door must have been left open by builders, that the workers would have had no way of knowing there would be intruders. She said she had tried and failed to close it. But she was appalled by the dreadful result. As a mother herself, she felt sickened, and she would do anything required to help them find out what had happened.

She didn’t mention the bone, or the misaligned neck, or the moment you must and cannot have.

Some time after midnight, after she had talked and waited and signed a statement, she was interviewed by a welfare person – a counsellor or social worker dressed in dowdy jeans and running shoes – and then they decided to let her go. Peter Willensen said that Lesley had phoned him several hours ago, offering to come and pick Veronica up. He wasn’t sure how Lesley had found out where she was. Presumably Roland had told her, or Paul. According to Vicky, they had both been in the building somewhere. They must know what had happened.

Peter insisted that she accept Lesley’s offer, despite the hour, and Veronica agreed. She was still determined not to contact family members, and the prospect of a lonely taxi ride home was more than she could take.

The police kept her car and her clothes, and gave her a polyester tracksuit to dress in. They would find Roland’s drawing, carefully folded in the pocket of her pants. ‘Roland asked me to look after you. At least, he got Vicky to ring me. She said the other girl has been killed now. That’s just terrible.’ Lesley started her car and then paused to peer at Veronica’s face. ‘And you were mixed up in it somehow. You poor thing.’

‘So Roland and Vicky are together?’ Vicky had taken Mayson to him. Thank goodness.

Lesley reversed out of her park and drove up Liverpool Street. ‘Not now. It sounds as if Roland and Paul both know something about this girl’s death. They met Vicky soon afterwards and made some plans. I mean, heaven knows. It’s just so ghastly and dreadful.’

Lesley went on, telling her things she already knew. ‘Roland had been trying to help the girl Belle get away from the violent man. Yesterday he roped in Paul and Vicky, to all go and help settle her into the old Davey Street building. Roland had given her one of Gordon’s keys.’

‘Yes.’

Lesley didn’t stop. It seemed to be helping her to go over this. ‘And then, apparently this Dane man turned up and all hell broke loose. Vicky helped rescue the little boy from Belle.’

‘I was there.’

‘Somehow they got Dane to run off, but then the boys tried to subdue Belle, who was in some kind of wild state. She ran away from them, through the building, and at some point she fell through the high door.

‘And now they’ve all gone their separate ways. Roland was distraught, apparently. Well, of course he was. No matter how dysfunc-tional those two young women were, they had once been his friends. He’s still hiding from the police and Paul has just gone off somewhere. He’s very upset too. Unfortunately, as we know, he would never come to me for help.’

They passed the windows of Hadley’s, darkened, one dim light at the door. Veronica let Lesley talk. ‘But before they split up, the consensus was that I should be asked to look after you. So here I am.’ Lesley turned right into Davey Street. They were moving quickly through the empty town. ‘But I can’t believe another one has been killed. It sounds as if Roland and Paul were actually there when it happened. It’s all just impossible.’

Yes, that was a good word for it. All these horrible, unthinkable events, and Roland and Paul caught up in them. And Lesley. And Veronica. A minute ago she had been talking calmly to the police about poor, pretty, naive, childish Belle – about Belle falling to her death and whether anybody had pushed her.

It was. It was impossible.

‘Where’s Mayson?’

‘Mayson?’ Lesley pulled into Veronica’s driveway and stopped the car. ‘The little boy? I have no idea.’

Veronica half-expected Roland to be in the house, was hoping he’d come slinking out of one of the back rooms. But that was irrational. Roland couldn’t come here. The police would be watching the house even more diligently than before. Most likely he was back at the bookshop, or, if he had any sense, he was in some other out-of-the-way place, the home of a friend of a friend or one of his many radically minded contacts.

Lesley came with her into the kitchen, saying she wouldn’t stay. But she accepted a glass of water. While Veronica filled it, she said, ‘I don’t resent all the second-hand communication. Roland is quite right to be in hiding. More than ever, now.’

Veronica got some food out for Ridley and took it to him at the laundry door. When she got back, Lesley was looking at the papers spread over the kitchen table, the copy of Silas Marner, the white stone.

Veronica opened a tin of cheese biscuits and held it out to her.

Taking one, Lesley said, ‘The police came and took the car, you know.’

‘The Honda?’

‘For forensic examination. They really are determined to accuse him of killing that poor girl on the mountain. They took the keys, the main ones and the spares.’

‘Hopefully, the truth will come out before they find him.’

‘Oh, yes. Surely. It has to be that monster she was married to, doesn’t it? That must be obvious, now that he’s killed the other one. Surely even the police can see that.’

Veronica found she was eating biscuits, one after another, quickly and without tasting them. She got out a board and a knife and started cutting up an apple.

Lesley said, ‘Oh, you must be just starving.’

There was a note on the bench. It was from Miriam.

GNOCCHI IN THE FRIDGE.

Yes, Veronica should get some real food. But she didn’t want to offer Lesley a meal. She wanted to be alone. She pushed the note aside, hoping Lesley wouldn’t mention it.

Lesley took a piece of apple and sat down at the table. She was being kind, wanting to stay long enough to make sure Veronica was all right, and Veronica was too tired to think of a way to get rid of her. So she joined her.

Lesley said, ‘I got another message from him this morning. Or it’s technically Monday now, isn’t it, so I suppose I should say yesterday?’ She looked at the kitchen clock. It was one in the morning. ‘He didn’t text me directly. He still isn’t contacting either of us openly, because the police might be monitoring our phones. I mean, who knows? But he sent me a message from Spring Beach. He texted it to the bookshop woman.’

Lesley never said Judith’s name. Just as she had not said Treen’s. They were ‘the bookshop woman’ and ‘that poor girl’.

‘The bookshop woman wrote it down and then accosted Gordon in the Battery Point Bakery. Shoved the piece of paper at him and stomped off. Of course, his first impulse was to throw it away. Fortunately, he read enough to see that it was a message from Roland for me, so he brought it home.’

‘What did it say?’

‘Well, you’d think it would be something important, wouldn’t you, after all that effort. But it was still just about the wretched monologue. He was admonishing me to keep up the good work. It said that now, more than ever, we need to tell Treen’s experiences from her own point of view. The monologue has to demonstrate how angry she was and that she lived in a kind of panic. He said the drawings made it clear. Extraordinary.’

Veronica said, ‘He had a long lonely evening at Spring Beach to think about it all. He had to wait there until the afternoon, when he’d arranged to meet Belle, with Paul and me, at three thirty.’ That had been only ten hours ago.

Lesley shook her head. ‘Well, the message didn’t help me, I can tell you. I can’t see that his drawings have any meaning at all. Those girls, with their eerie blank faces. These supposedly misunderstood women. I’ve come to hate them all.’

Absently, Lesley picked up the white stone from the pile of papers on the table. She held it in both hands as she talked. ‘I read Silas Marner. Molly chose to take heroin, or whatever it was. She had a baby, a toddler. She froze to death, but it was only by extraordinary good luck that the baby didn’t freeze with her.’

Why were they talking about this? Veronica couldn’t remember how the conversation had started. But Lesley was right to be indignant. It was absurd of Roland still to be nagging her about the writing project.

Lesley said, ‘And I put Treen in that category too. She made choices. She took drugs and neglected her child, hurt him, or allowed him to be hurt. She was monstrous. Evil. I know that’s an idea that’s out of favour. But what other word could there be?’

Veronica realised she agreed. Treen was a terrible person. Maybe that explained Roland’s obsession. Maybe that’s what he wanted people to see. What had he said? That the drawings would help people to understand about Treen and why she had to die.

When Lesley had gone, Veronica’s thoughts went immediately to Mayson. Vicky had taken him to Roland, but Roland was hiding somewhere. Did he have Mayson with him? There didn’t seem to be any other possibility. And Veronica couldn’t think of a way to find him. She needed to settle. Her thoughts went to Miriam’s gnocchi. She opened the fridge and looked at the large pyrex dish. Stuck to the top of it there was another message, in Miriam’s handwriting, with her familiar brevity and the customary exclamation marks.

YOUR GRANDSON. I’VE GOT HIM!!

Miriam. Veronica heard herself make a sound that was part laugh and part sob. She didn’t know how Miriam had become involved in this, but she had apparently felt the need for some kind of clumsy subterfuge, possibly in case the police had come into the kitchen.

In the face of this new information there was no question of staying at home. If the police were going to follow her, so be it. Veronica was going to find her grandson.

She got changed and spread make-up over her doughy face, then allowed herself one minute to lean on her hands and stare, unseeing, at her dressing table. She was bone-achingly tired, bruised in her stomach and shoulders, with a lump on the back of her head. She seemed to have wrenched something in her neck. Her skull felt as if it was full of small rocks that rattled when she moved. And she was dazed. Somewhere at the back of her mind there were dreadful pictures that, if she allowed them, would flood her – Mayson being hit with the leg of the chair, Dane’s face pushing into hers. Belle. These pictures were tightly wound, held under pressure, ready, at any moment to uncoil into long trails – Belle in a white dress and a shawl, slipping from euphoria into senseless rage, fighting with Dane, screaming, swinging the chair, then running, playing some kind of game, shrieking with excitement. Give it back. Give it back. Then Belle coming to the open doorway, laughing, tripping. Or being pushed. Or maybe at that point she had been running in terror, blindly. Or maybe she had been dragged.

Did Belle know what was happening? Did she have time to care? Veronica tried to picture it: the fall, the cold air, the lurch downwards. How much could a mind register? Had there been time for real fear? For regret? A second of wordless longing for life, for … what?

There was no time for these thoughts. She simply had to keep putting one foot in front of the other until this was fixed. She topped up Ridley’s water. He would have to stay outside until she got back. She went to the kitchen for food. It was only a ten minute drive to Miriam’s in lower Sandy Bay, but who knew what she would find when she got there? She would have to eat on the way. She went back to the kitchen, cut two thick slices of sourdough, buttered them and threw some apples, bananas and chocolate into a bag. Then she went to get Alan’s car out of the garage.

Driving. Eating. She couldn’t change anything that had already happened, but she had been dealing with appalling events since Treen had died, and she was learning how to do this now. She couldn’t get rid of her memories or her wild suppositions. So she would just have to carry them with her. It was like the wine bottle, Paul’s dismissive solution. Bring it.

Veronica pulled up, looking through Miriam’s black railing. The house was brick, painted white. The garden had a birch, a willow and a Japanese maple, all delicately bare, and a set of wiry white garden furniture. It was a kind place, a home that was cared for, in which people would be nurtured. Just the place she wanted her grandson to be taken. In front of her car she could see Joss’s Subaru and Britta’s square old ute.

One bedroom window was softly lit, the curtains closed. It was nearly two o’clock. She got out and started up the path, but before she reached the house the door opened and a young woman tiptoed out. The young woman saw Veronica, made some incomprehensi-ble hand gesture, shut the door quietly, then came closer and whispered, ‘Have you come to see the little kid?’

It was Liz from Miriam’s shop. Drippy Liz.

‘Is he all right?’

‘Don’t go in.’ She gestured meaninglessly again, pulling Veronica by the arm, back to the cars. ‘They’ve just got him asleep. They’ll kill you.’

‘He’s all right?’

‘He’s a nightmare. The doctor said he was all right. Malcolm. Miriam’s friend. He’s your friend too, isn’t he? So gorgeous. God. He fixed something on his head. In the kitchen. It was like … something on TV. Just with Betadine and things. We were all running around. Then he wouldn’t sit down.’

‘Who?’

‘He totally wrecked the place. There is stuff just everywhere and you know what Miriam’s like. I said the little clip things on the cut would come undone but Miriam said they wouldn’t. In the end, Britta and Miriam just basically sat on him and Joss started singing. It was unbelievable. It ended up with all of us on the bed and eventually he went to sleep and everyone else did too, or Britta might have been pretending. But I can’t sleep. Joss is snoring. It was just hilarious. So don’t go in there. They’ll kill you.’

‘All right.’

‘They told you about it, did they?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘They’re hiding him from his dad. He’s violent. They can’t go to the police or he’ll end up in a foster home. In the morning they’re going to find his real dad or his grandparents or something like that. Joss’ll have to do it, though. Miriam’s got the shop. I’ve got a week in Noosa.’

‘All right.’

‘So don’t go in.’

‘All right.’ Veronica went back to the car, huddled into a rug and her down jacket, and waited.

There was a soft knocking, a quiet voice at the window. ‘Yoo-hoo.’

Morning. Britta was here. Veronica opened the door.

Britta. The practical one. The farmer, deliverer of calves, used to sleepless nights. The one who could handle everything and was never flustered.

She put a hand on Veronica’s arm. ‘Come and see this.’

Chapter 25

______

At first she felt so stiff that she wondered if she could move at all. But she tried not to let Britta see that. As they walked to Miriam’s front door she pressed her stomach, moved her shoulders and neck, fished the card of paracetamol out of her bag, punched out two more and swallowed them with a swig from her water bottle. Britta didn’t mention it. A night spent in the car was enough to explain morning stiffness.

It was not yet seven thirty, but Georgie was here. Britta or Joss must have picked her up last night. Georgie seemed to be in regular communication with the Snarks. Now they were all sitting on the floor in the family room: Georgie, Miriam, Joss and Mayson. The TV was showing cartoons, muted. Mayson, wearing only girl’s underpants and a safety pin, was playing with a cardboard carton, a shoebox and some pieces of styrofoam.

Georgie stood up, came straight over and threw her arms around Veronica, held her tight, squeezed, drilled her forehead into her shoulder.

‘Hi George,’ said Veronica.

‘This is …’ Georgie was teary. Not like her.

‘Yes. I know.’

Miriam stood up. ‘Roland brought him yesterday evening. He said the child is his – I don’t even want to go there. Apparently he needs to be hidden from a violent man. Are you all right?’ She was giving Veronica the concerned look again.

‘Yes, of course.’

‘You were sleeping in the car.’

‘I didn’t want to wake you all up.’

Miriam frowned, but didn’t pursue it. ‘Roland said you’d be looking for him and the boy but he said I should leave a message in the house and not ring you. He didn’t explain why, but he was pretty agitated, so I just did what he said.’

Mayson pushed himself to his feet and started whacking the wall with a piece of styrofoam. He hit the back of his hand on the TV and stopped moving suddenly, looking at his fingers. Joss gathered him up and sat him on her lap, but he struggled free.

Miriam said, ‘So I rang Joss and Britta and we’ve been looking after him. Britta called Malcolm Reidy.’ This was a paediatrician, a friend of Veronica’s and Miriam’s. ‘He looked at the cut on his head and put some clips on it and said he’d be all right.

‘But that’s a matter of opinion. He’s a little delinquent. We’ve given him other things to play with, but every now and then he hurls something or bashes it into a wall. Joss thought this stuff would do the least damage. But now all he wants to do is break it up.’

There were lumps of styrofoam on the carpet.

‘Don’t let him swallow any of that,’ said Britta quietly.

Experienced mothers, they were already prepared for this danger. Joss threw her long hair gracefully back, leaned forward over crossed legs and pushed the crumbled foam behind her.

Miriam bent down, swept it into a dustpan and straightened again.

‘Anyway, I thought Georgie should be here. I mean, technically she is the aunty. And this is one of those kids every young career woman should see.’ Mayson whacked Joss with the shoebox, then threw it at the TV. ‘What we call a good contraceptive.’ The Three Snarks. Her friends, helping her with her grandchild. Veronica felt her face go warm, and tears, which she managed to stop.

Britta started rolling down the sleeves of her checked shirt. ‘We’ve washed him. More or less.’

Georgie stood beside Veronica, both arms still wrapped tightly around her waist. There was a silence in which they all smiled fee-bly at each other. There was a lot more to say, but no-one seemed to know where to begin.

Miriam said, ‘I’ve sent Annie off to Woolies for some clothes and nappy pants. They open at seven. Annie’s happy. Any excuse not to do assignments, and she was up anyway because of the noise. We’ve all had about two hours’ sleep.’

In the middle of the floor there was a discarded cotton blanket and Miriam’s orange pashmina.

‘His stuff’s in the dryer. He was covered in a kind of mouldy dust. We let him sleep in it last night.’

Mayson threw himself sideways into Joss’s back. The hair above one temple had been shaved. There were a few white clips there. It was a very short cut. No visible bruising.

‘We’ve tried avocado, cheese, pears and Savoys. We’re not getting very far. I said give him sugar but Joss won’t let me.’

Veronica went over to Mayson, still with Georgie close beside her. She knelt down beside him and picked up a piece of packing material, but the child ran to the opposite corner of the room. So far he hadn’t made a sound.

Britta picked up the pashmina. ‘Do you think he’s cold?’ When no-one answered she added, ‘He seems all right.’ Then she looked at Veronica. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes, I …’

‘Veronica’s all right,’ said Miriam. ‘She has to go in a minute, to find Roland.’

‘Yes.’ She looked around the room, unable to come up with any more words.

‘He went off looking for Paul Sopel,’ said Miriam. ‘I don’t know what it’s all about but there’s some drama going on. He said Mayson couldn’t go to hospital because of some big custody issue. Do you know anything about it?’

Veronica shook her head. Her thoughts were sluggish and she was struggling to keep up. But Mayson was all right. He was safe.

‘Anyway, Mal agreed to deal with the cut. I don’t know what his legal position is, but I can’t see that it’s a problem. Then we thought we would just …’ Miriam waved a hand at Mayson and Joss and the TV, ‘… wait for things to sort themselves out.’ Britta and Joss looked at each other. Miriam swept up more foam. ‘Do you know what’s going on? Roland said something bad had happened. Related to the girl who died on the mountain.’

‘Oh, no, I … I do have to. Yes. I do have to go and find Roland.’ Everybody seemed to be in a daze. Mayson picked up his piece of foam, hit the carton with it and then began sliding it around on the walls.

Veronica knew she should go towards him again, touch him, try to generate some tender feeling.

She said, ‘That’s all I seem to do, these days. Look for Roland.’

To her own ears she sounded weak, teary.

‘I’ll come,’ said Georgie.

‘Oh, Porge. I think you should stay here. At least he’ll have one family member.’ She looked at Miriam, who understood.

‘Oh, yes. You’re not getting out of this,’ said Miriam. ‘You’re related to this person. You can jolly well help.’

She gave Veronica another curious look. Veronica realised that after saying she had to go, she was just standing there, in the middle of the room.

Miriam said, ‘I know you have to dash off, but first I need you to sit down. We’re all awash with tea, but you should have some. Or Britta’s going to make coffee. And we’re living on carrot cake. Seeing as it’s a crisis. But that’s a vegetable, isn’t it.’

Britta went into the kitchen. Miriam led Veronica to the couch and she sat down. Georgie sat beside her. The light from the TV was vivid, shifting, nauseating. Mayson put his polystyrene down. He leaned forward over his knees and put his forehead on the floor. Miriam picked him up and took him to Veronica. ‘He’s got funny toes.’ She put him on Veronica’s knee, then gave him a small plastic food-storage box, which he snatched and pressed to his bare stomach.

Veronica put the side of her mouth on his hair. It smelt of coconut shampoo. Under it, the skull was hard and hot. She had been so worried about him, desperate to get to him. He had been hurt in front of her. And now here he was. Her grandchild. It no longer seemed real.

‘See?’ said Miriam. ‘They’re webbed. Like a duck. Oh, he’s freezing.’ She grabbed the pashmina and threw it over him, then sat next to Veronica and took his feet in her hands, trying to warm them up. ‘Not webbed, exactly. And it’s just two toes on each foot. The skin between them is longer and thicker than normal.’

He was so quiet. She had never heard him utter a word. She wondered about his language skills. There was so much that needed to be fixed. What was he? Nearly three? She didn’t know his birthday.

Mayson threw the pashmina aside, then leaned sideways against Veronica. He pushed one of the box’s blue clips down, struggled to open it again. A blob of dribble had fallen on his chest. Veronica wanted to wrap her arms tightly around him to keep him warm, but something told her this would be resisted. She put her arms either side of him, hands on her knees.

Britta came back and put a mug and a plate with cake on a side table. She said, ‘I had an aunt with a double little finger. It was as if she had six fingers, but two of them were welded together. No-one else in the family had it. I used to wonder if there were two bones, but I was too shy to ask. And I can’t remember anything that was actually said, but I grew up knowing it was a bit shameful, that because no-one else in the family had it, it meant she might not be one of us. Now I think maybe they were suspecting she had a different father. I remember Mum saying something about my nan and her friend Dennis as if it was very significant, but I never found out who Dennis was.’

Veronica said, ‘Oh. Ha …’

‘You don’t look like somebody’s grandmother,’ said Miriam. ‘Too young?’

‘You look like somebody’s nightmare.’

‘Oh, well.’ Britta laughed. She was trying to be lighthearted. Not her forte. ‘The things we do, eh? The things life brings us.’

Veronica drew in a breath. Mayson. Mayson was safe. She could leave him here for as long as was necessary. And now, the weight of him, the smell, the reality of him, had Veronica thinking about Belle and Treen. If Dane was to be believed, and she couldn’t help thinking he was, Belle was the one who had hurt the child. Treen had failed to prevent it. Roland and Paul had dropped hints, hadn’t they? She couldn’t remember. Maybe they weren’t sure. They had known the two girls were wild and erratic, that Mayson was neglected, but they would have found it hard to believe that Belle would actively hurt him. It was much easier to suspect Dane. But the way Dane had talked about it, his rage, his lack of calculation, convinced her that what he had said was true.

Belle had hurt the little boy, thrown him around. It was impossible to imagine. This tiny, silky body. His left forearm still had faint marks. Veronica wanted to look at his back to see if there were traces of the bruises. She looked at his head, fine light-brown hair. Somewhere under it there was a healed fracture.

Veronica didn’t know Treen. She had met her once, turned away. And she had seen a photograph. And Belle? She remembered Belle’s face: soft, blank, calculating. Then she saw the same face distorted with rage and also mad happiness, eyes hot, swinging an iron chair over Mayson’s head. It was possible the two women had been hurt themselves. They were unhappy, drug dependent, damaged. But to injure a child? That was unthinkable.

And what did that tell her about their deaths? Dane had been trying to protect Mayson. That might be a reason to kill Belle. But when Belle had fallen, Dane had just left Veronica in the yard and he’d been heading for Murray Street. There was no time for him to get back in and up the stairs. And Treen? He was a violent partner. If he had wanted to kill Treen, he wouldn’t have done it by leaving her on the mountain. And he didn’t know about the Slipping Place. For Dane to choose to take Treen to that hidden rock … it was too much of a coincidence to be believable.

Judging by the way he spoke, Dane thought Roland had killed Treen. Or that Veronica had. He thought Roland or Veronica had killed her to get to the child. He had been in a rage, illogical, but that’s what he’d said. It didn’t look as if it was Dane who killed either of them.

Britta said, ‘Veronica. You need to eat.’ She held out the mug and Miriam took Mayson. They were all being careful with her, watching her, speaking gently. She must look terrible. She drank obediently. Fortunately, no-one wanted to interrogate her about what was going on. Georgie sat quietly beside her. Miriam helped Mayson play with the plastic box and Britta and Joss went back to the kitchen.

Mayson was safe. Veronica had to keep thinking, to sort out the problem of Roland and the dead girls. She finished the tea and picked up the plate.

On the day she died, Treen had said she was going for a drive with someone. She was going to be given money. It was Belle who had told Veronica that, and she was unreliable, but Roland had said it too, hadn’t he? She tried to remember. Treen had gone for a drive with someone and had texted him from the Slipping Place.

What about Belle? Someone had unlocked that door, removed the protective barrier, piled it up to hold the door open. The whole time Veronica had been in the building, she had heard footsteps.

Belle was a difficult person, unlikeable. She had been insisting on staying with Mayson. If Roland was to live with Mayson he wouldn’t want Belle around. Belle would have been a constant problem. But that was not enough reason to kill her.

On the other hand, Belle had been saying she knew who had killed Treen. That was a motive.

That was to be all the time she had to think. Mayson got off Miriam’s knee and went back to Joss. She was sitting on the floor, bright gypsy dress spread around her, unable to be anything but graceful. Mayson hit her on the thigh with the plastic box, put it down and picked up the carton. The TV was showing an animation of a barren planet. Large lumpy reptilian things were lumbering around on two legs, holding tennis racquets. There was a splash of water and one of them fell over. Mayson snapped a piece of polystyrene and took half of it to Miriam, still sitting next to Veronica on the couch. He tried to climb back onto Miriam’s knee and she helped him. Veronica smelt Miriam’s perfume: light, floral, fresh. Miriam put the pashmina around him. Mayson snuggled into her chest and started crumbling the broken ends of his polystyrene stick. He looked the way he had in his bedroom, downy hair, his face smoothed and softened in concentration. Miriam swept polystyrene crumbs onto the floor. Joss came over with the dustpan.

Mayson’s feet were sticking out of the pashmina. For the first time Veronica realised what Miriam had been telling her. She could see now, his third and fourth toes were joined with a piece of skin, almost to the joint.

‘Thank you, young man.’ Miriam prised the last of the styrofoam from Mayson’s grip and gave him a bangle to play with.

Veronica held the feet in her hands, rubbed them, trying to think. There was something she should know. It was there, just out of vision. She had to talk to Roland.

She stood up. ‘I need to go.’ Suddenly she was teary again. She took Miriam’s hand and put an arm around Georgie. ‘Thank you. Thank you.’

‘Stay,’ said Britta.

‘No. I have to …’ She scoffed at herself before she said it, recognising that she had been repeating this line for days. ‘I have to find Roland.’

Chapter 26

______

As always, the best way to find Roland was to look for Paul. Roland had gone to look for him. And that was her only lead. There was no other way of approaching this catastrophe. She just had to keep going around in the same circles.

Paul and John had an apartment by the water in lower Sandy Bay, but they were having a floating myrtle floor put in, so they had been living above John’s workshop, in an old seed store at the top of Collins Street. Veronica parked in a laneway at the side, in front of a skip full of broken plasterboard. The building was of heavy red brick, with black bricks in a diamond pattern. The side wall was windowless. There was a stack of old metal signs leaning against it and, low in a corner, under two air conditioners, a small wooden door. She had been through this way once before. She hammered on the door, assuming they were both still in bed, and kept hammering until she heard footsteps.

Vicky opened the door. She’d either come to stay here after delivering Mayson to Roland, or she’d come here very early in the morning, probably because there was a lot she wanted to discuss with John and Paul. Now she stood with her mouth open, as if she was going to say something, but instead she turned away. She led Veronica across an empty room, through a short Japanese curtain and down two steps to the workshop, a large room with a concrete floor that took up most of the back half of the building. John was sitting at a workbench just inside the door.

Paul might be sharing the flat upstairs with him, but the workshop was all John’s. There was a large table in the centre and the benches around the walls held trays and boards and neat rows of tools, ranging from tiny silver tweezers to heavy hammers and something that looked like a blow torch. Above the benches was an array of wooden structures – stacks of tiny pigeonholes, wide shelves and shallow drawers, all meticulously neat. The benches on the left of the room held old clocks in wood and brass.

The only windows were two small arched ones, frosted and too high to see through. The room was lit by an array of small silver spotlights hanging on wires, throwing a sharp greenish-white light.

Veronica shook herself. She was sleep deprived and aching, and dull in the mind, but she had to keep functioning. Vicky had gone to stand very close to John, as she had done in the gallery, and they were staring at her, waiting for her speak. Veronica was struck again by how much John resembled Paul. Or rather, Paul had come to look like John, copied him, adopting the long hairstyle, the dark T-shirts and jeans.

John had turned, still with a small silver tool in one hand, the other wrist still bound by the blue splint. Beside him on the workbench were a small block of grey stone and a tray holding tools and pieces of silver, all lit by a very bright desk lamp. He had been working on pieces from the new range – necklaces fastened by nooses, fat round bracelets with chunky clasps. He had a magnifying glass on a headpiece, but it was tilted up out of his vision.

He seemed to realise she was incapable of beginning the conversation and said, ‘Paul isn’t here.’

‘Where is he?’

‘He didn’t come home last night.’ John looked exhausted. His hair had caught up under the band of the headpiece. His skin was tight, with dips in the centre of his cheeks, and he was a bad colour. ‘I have no idea where he is.’ Another impasse. Veronica couldn’t think what to do. She should leave. But she didn’t know where else to look.

In front of John, leaning on a rack of metal trays, were two drawings in frames. They weren’t Roland’s – these were brightly coloured works in ink, thick black lines and vivid patches of colour: cobalt, green, vermillion, gold. A dragon and a lotus flower.

‘I’ve seen these,’ said Veronica. She didn’t know why she was talking about them, but it seemed important, and she couldn’t work out what it meant. ‘These pictures were on a silk shawl. Belle was wearing it yesterday. It fell.’ The small, heavy body; the sound. ‘She fell. She died.’

John frowned. He looked as if he didn’t understand. She said, ‘You were there. Vicky said you and Paul were both there somewhere.’

‘Ah.’

‘What happened?’ said Veronica. ‘Who else was there? What happened to Belle?’

‘I don’t know, Veronica,’ said John coolly. ‘Nobody knows. I mean, Paul and I don’t know. There was somebody else, moving around in the empty rooms. We don’t know who it was.’

Was he lying? Veronica had no capacity left for working out whether or not to believe him.

Vicky said, ‘The drawings were copied from a vintage Chinese shawl. Paul did them and framed them for John.’ She didn’t seem to know what this meant either, or why they were talking about it. She looked around the room. ‘He did it in the workshop here, over at the back bench. Roland was drawing the shawl too. Drawing a girl wearing it. The shawl came from Paul’s place but it was lying around here for ages.’

Behind Veronica, Paul said, ‘I took it away.’

Before she turned, she saw John’s face change, from uncertainty to anger.

Paul was standing in the doorway. He was drunk. Not happily so – he was horribly, tragically, destructively drunk. His jeans were creased across the hips and he had a leather jacket in one hand. His T-shirt was wrinkled and gaping at the neck as if he had slept in it, and a scarf of fine linen check had fallen from one side, so that it was slung across a shoulder and about to slip off altogether. There were spots of high colour on his cheeks, and his lips were wet and loose.

John stood up slowly but stopped beside Vicky. Paul pushed past them, staggered around Veronica with a smirk, and went to the workbench. He peered at John’s tiny silver pieces, under the bright light. ‘How’s it going, John? Not clocking today? Doing rings? Have we finished with the silver noose line? What are we turning our delicate little hands to now? The Chinese stuff I did for you? Or something simple?’ To steady himself, he put both hands on the table, then he tried to disguise the movement by studying the work more closely. ‘Something for old Vicksy to flog to tourists?’

Veronica, John and Vicky stood in a row watching him. He picked up the picture of the lotus flower. ‘Do you know what I like?’ He turned to face them. ‘Buds. I like buds. They’re so full of …’ He stood back too quickly, took a step to keep balance, ‘… promise.’ Wet giggles.

‘Where have you been?’ said John.

‘Ooh, you’re a sly one.’ Paul knocked a small tool to the floor, didn’t notice. Vicky picked it up and replaced it. ‘Don’t be fooled by this modest exterior, Veronica. This confused, nerdy, picky and, if I may say so, rather pasty exterior. Forget about the artist stuff, and the whole Swiss clockmaker thing. He only went there to meet other little Swiss clockmakers.’

‘You’re feeling guilty about something,’ said John coldly. ‘What have you done?’

‘Oh no. Deep down, John is an intensely shallow man. All this “Where have you been?” bullshit. When I met him he’d just spent six months shagging his way up and down the Sunshine Coast.’ This was adolescent behaviour, the desire to shock. But it was also malice. And, judging by the reactions of John and Vicky, it wasn’t entirely new.

‘It went on for months. He only left because he’d fucked everybody there.’

‘Be fair,’ said John. ‘Only the men.’

‘There. He admits it.’

Paul’s face wasn’t made for venom. It was a childish face and as it had matured, instead of becoming defined, it had softened. His was a face for gentleness, for irony, a quiet joke. Not for pain. And that, the sight of all that pain in the wrong kind of face, in Paul’s face, was dreadful to see.

‘Paul, stop this.’ Veronica went to a corner and dragged over a chair, then grabbed him from behind, turned him around and pushed him into it. ‘John, I’m so sorry.’

Paul was grinning with what he hoped was defiance but he looked bereft. John came over and put a hand on his shoulder. Paul shook him off.

‘And he’s a hopeless businessman. So much for being Hongkongkenese. And he doesn’t love me anyway. He’s only here because I own a gallery and a workshop.’

‘No,’ said John. ‘I could make jewellery anywhere. I’m here because I love you.’

Veronica could see it was something he’d had to say before, many times.

‘He won’t when he knows all my secrets.’

John took the picture out of his hands and put it carefully back in its place in front of the jewellery he’d been working on. ‘Where have you been all night?’

‘Over at Sandy’s,’ said Paul, suddenly morose. ‘So no need to be jealous. It was all totally innocent and sad and depressing. We were just boozing. You probably haven’t noticed but I really went for it. So many terrible things have happened. I just can’t think. I am completely stupid. Even poor old Sandoranda couldn’t stand me last night. She left me with a bottle of Delord Bas-Armagnac and went to bed.’

Veronica said, ‘Paul. What happened yesterday? What happened to Belle? I know you were there.’

But he was talking to John now. ‘She wants a child. Can you credit that? Poor arty-farty Fatty Arbuckle Sandy.’ His face was becoming red. He licked his lips. ‘Not a child. It’s not the child she wants. She wants to have one. She wants to give birth.’ He made a gesture with both hands, sweeping downwards over his thighs.

Veronica said, ‘Stop this.’ She took his chin in her fingers and tipped it to face her. ‘Just you listen to me. I don’t care what sort of petty problems you think you’re dealing with. Something terrible has happened.’

‘Something? Many things.’ Paul’s grin faded. ‘Many terrible things. Six terrible things before breakfast.’ His gaze had fallen to the floor. He swayed. ‘You used to read that, Veronica. Six impossible things. That was a long time ago.’ By some association of ideas he looked at the shelf of clocks. ‘Nothing ever comes back, does it? It goes around but it never –’

‘Paul, stop it. A girl died.’ It didn’t seem real. Belle.

Paul looked confused, not just about what she had said, but more deeply than that. It looked as if he didn’t understand what words meant.

‘You were there, Paul.’

‘She was evil.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Haven’t you got it yet? They hurt that child. Belle did it. But Treen was there too. They blamed everyone else. Treen didn’t ever admit it, even to herself. But it was her fault. Belle hurt Mayson and Treen lied. She said to me … she said, “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever seen?” But she didn’t mean herself. It was all just self-pity. But she was the worst thing. She was. She deserved to die.’

‘Paul.’

‘And Belle was no better.’

‘You know about Belle falling. You know who did it.’

He was sitting with his wrists along the wooden arms of the chair, a foot on each of its legs, as if ready for an execution. ‘You did it. You were there. You didn’t save her.’

‘It’s not the same thing. That isn’t an act.’

The chair was a heavy square thing in dark wood, rattan backed, a corduroy seat. He stood up and grabbed it by the arms, as if he was going to move it somewhere.

Vicky began moving towards him. He turned to face her. ‘You didn’t save her, Vick. You were too busy saving the baby. Being a hero. A family hero. Which is hilarious. And horrible. Poor old Vicks. Maybe you’re the one who should be a mother. Maybe we should have a kid.’ His eyes filled with tears. ‘Oh no. We can’t do that, can we? You and me.’

Veronica said, ‘All right, Paul. Enough nonsense.’

Paul said, ‘Come on, Vicks. Tell her.’

‘No.’

‘No, you’re right, it’s gross.’ He put a hand on Vicky’s shoulder and pushed her.

Vicky said, ‘Sit down.’

‘No.’ He looked at Veronica. ‘She’s my sister.’ He pushed Vicky again. ‘No-one’s supposed to know. Half-sister. She’s Mum’s daughter.’

‘Vicky?’

‘No-one’s supposed to know,’ he said again. ‘Mum’s ashamed of her. So we’re looking after her.’

‘Come on,’ said John. ‘This isn’t the time.’ Veronica said, ‘Is it true?’

‘We’re just going to go.’ John picked up a laptop and a pair of sunglasses.

Paul said, ‘I don’t want to talk about it. I’m not supposed to talk about it.’

‘Vicky, you’re Lesley’s child? The one she had taken away? Lesley found you?’

Paul said, ‘Vicky found us. Mum doesn’t want her.’

‘What?’

‘It’s all right,’ said Vicky.

‘Mum …’ Paul was running out of energy now. He sat in the chair. ‘She doesn’t like me, either. She likes John because he’s always so clean.’

‘We’re leaving.’ John took Vicky by the arm. They didn’t move. Paul said to Veronica, ‘And you want Roland. I don’t know where he is.’

John said, ‘Roland’s gone to Lesley’s. Something about a photo.’ A photo. She should have known. That was what she had tried to remember. The feet. She thought of the album at the Shanty Shack, the photo on Paul’s desk in the gallery, the boys on the beach – Gordon, Paul, Roland.

She took a step towards the door, still watching Paul.

He was suddenly serious. ‘So you’re going there?’

‘Of course I am.’

‘Of course you are.’ For some reason the idea made him sadder than ever. And sour. ‘Roland’s your family isn’t he, Veronica? So now you go charging off to help him. Because he’s your family.’

He looked exhausted. He sat back in the chair, hands on the straight arms as if they were strapped there, and as she left he shouted after her, ‘Is that why? Is that what you’re telling me? That it’s all about blood?’

Chapter 27

______

Nine in the morning. Gordon answered the door. His role. Protecting his family from the world. Now he tried to play the gallant man of the house, courteous and cheerful.

‘Veronica. This is becoming a bit of a habit.’

She was about to apologise for the earliness of the visit but saw from his face that she needn’t bother. There was something seriously wrong.

‘Gordon?’

That was all she needed to say. He started telling her what had happened, shocked and unable to keep it in. ‘The police have been here again. A girl has died at the Davey Street buildings. She had broken in, but she used my keys. Or rather, someone got a key from my study and used it to let her in. And now she’s died there.’ He was red, sweating. ‘They were asking about Roland. I’m not going to lie for him anymore. That was the last time. I said we hadn’t seen him. I don’t know why I’m still doing that. I’ve got a name in the town. I’ve got a family of my own to think about.’

‘Is he here?’

He stood back with a frustrated grunt.

Lesley was coming up behind him. ‘Roland rang. He’s coming here.’

‘Coming?’

‘He’s on his way. Walking. Or running, I think. He’s trying to stay out of sight. He’ll be here any minute.’

Veronica looked behind her. There was no movement in the street.

‘Come inside,’ said Lesley.

In the kitchen, Veronica said, ‘There are things I have to ask you.

I’ve just come from Paul.’

‘Oh. Paul.’ Lesley shrugged off mention of her son. She went to the bench and picked up a tea towel, then put it down again.

There was a laptop open on the table, showing a page of writing. When she saw Veronica looking at it, Lesley came over. ‘The good news, Veronica, is that I have finally worked out how to write the monologue.’ But instead of showing her, she closed the computer. ‘It’ll be ready very soon. Everything’s suddenly become quite clear. The thing Roland wanted to show me – I see it now.’

‘Do you know who killed Treen and Belle?’

‘Roland keeps saying it’s acts that are evil, not people.’

‘Because we really need to end this.’

‘Roland will end it. That’s why he’s coming.’ Lesley moved away from the table. ‘I’ve started some frittata. He likes that.’

The kitchen was light and warm. There was a wisp of steam, strangely golden against the tiles, curling up from a plate of pump-kin strips, scented with butter. At the sight, the smell, Veronica felt sickened and unbearably heavy.

‘I know you’re such an excellent cook, Veronica, but I like to think I’m good at frittata, at least.’ Lesley wasn’t thinking about what she was saying. Her skin looked like soap.

Veronica said, ‘You’ve heard about the girl who died in Davey Street.’

‘Ohhhh.’

‘Paul and Roland were there, Lesley. They were in the building somewhere. When it happened.’ John had been there, too. And Judith. It was impossible to untangle. ‘They must know how it happened. Paul’s in a complete state.’

‘Maybe now you see what he’s really like.’

‘This has to be sorted out. I’m going to insist that Roland tells the truth.’

Lesley didn’t seem to have heard. She was standing at the bench, looking at a lump of parmesan on a board. ‘I suppose Paul is taking it out on John. He always turns on him. Which isn’t at all fair. I mean, John is what he wanted. A partner.’ It might have been a different word. Disease, tumour.

Lesley pressed a knife into the cheese, breaking off some crumbs. ‘The worst part is, it’s my fault. Everything our children do is our fault, isn’t it? All the terrible behaviour.’

‘Paul told me about Vicky.’

A pained breath, a look of long suffering.

‘She’s the child they took away from you. She’s your daughter.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Lesley put the knife down and turned around. ‘I really don’t know what to do about Vicky. It would have been better if she’d never found me.’

‘Oh, that’s not –’

‘It’s too late, you see? I try. But she’s just appalling.’

Veronica thought of Vicky: a large woman, a person of primary colours, glowing with a kind of immediacy. She had effortlessly carried Mayson to safety. She had got him to Roland. Vicky, standing beside John, speaking quietly to Paul. A strong, dependable woman. Even the idea of her was solid.

Lesley said, ‘There are government departments for this now, you see. They help the children find you, whether you want them to or not. Vicky wrote letters. I didn’t answer them. I was throwing them away. But Paul found one in the bin. I should have burned it but – for heaven’s sake, I don’t know what he thought he was doing, grubbing through my wastepaper basket. The boy is so odd. But he found it and made me tell him the story. And then he made this great show of not judging me, and being understanding and kind, although how could he possibly understand?’ She folded her arms across her stomach. ‘He decided to go behind my back. He works against me all the time. He met Vicky and saw what she was like and then he insisted on being nice to her. They both do it. Him and John. It’s some kind of evil game.’

‘Maybe they genuinely like her.’

‘Oh, Veronica. You’re so easily taken in.’ Lesley seemed to be talking about something else. She moved to the window and looked out, down the driveway towards the street. She began rubbing her left hand on the side of her right, pressing hard, as if the hand was itchy. ‘Besides, I don’t necessarily believe she is who she says she is. She’s definitely here for what she can get. And the boys are just trying to upset me. There’s no love lost. They think it’s some kind of joke.’

She drifted into another thought. ‘Do you ever get the feeling that there’s somewhere else you’re supposed to be? That you’re not living your real life?’ She realised she had said something absurd, tried a weak laugh. Agony in her eyes. There was a rash on her hands, made red with the rubbing.

‘What do you mean?’

But there were voices in the corridor. Gordon and Roland.

Veronica went out. Only Gordon was there.

‘Gordon? Is it him?’ She went to the front door and looked out. There was no sign of Roland. Judith’s vehicle was parked outside, with Judith sitting immobile in the driver’s seat. So he hadn’t run here. Judith had driven him. Veronica turned around. ‘Where did he go?’

Gordon looked confused. ‘He asked me where the photos were.’ Photos. ‘Where are they?’

‘I’ve been scanning them. Out in the shed. He went around the side.’ Roland had been in the building when Belle had died. He would be as sickened as she was. And now he had come here to finish this. At Spring Beach he had been looking for something in the old photos. Veronica went back through the kitchen and out to the garden. Gordon’s shed was a low brick building. A granny flat, used as storage. The door was open.

Inside, there was a table, a pile of boxes, a wine rack and Gordon’s old desk. Roland was there. More op-shop clothes – baggy black jeans held up with a cracked belt. A pale blue business shirt. Bare feet. On the desk in front of him, next to a scanner and a monitor, was a milk crate holding photo albums. He was pulling albums out of the crate and flipping through them. He didn’t acknowledge her entry.

‘Roland.’

He ignored her.

Veronica touched his wrist. He shook her hand off. He said, ‘Bad women, do you see? They were bad women.’ He slammed an album on the desk. ‘Is that supposed to make it OK?’

He pushed the album away and grabbed another one.

‘Roland, stop this.’ She had been saying that to Paul. Just a moment ago. Was it? When? They were so alike. Paul. Roland. So different and so alike.

Roland shrugged her off. ‘It isn’t your fault.’ He put the album down, chose another.

She said, ‘What are you doing?’

‘Is Mayson all right?’

‘He’s fine. Matthew Reidy stitched him up. Miriam’s looking after him, and Georgie.’

‘I wanted you to go and get him, that’s all. Before it went bad. I wanted you to go and look after your grandson. But we’ve been tricked. Paul. Fucking Paul.’

‘Roland, honestly.’

‘You saw it too. Did you? Did you work it out yet? Maybe you can’t remember. He shoved an album at her. ‘Spring Beach. Help me find it.’

There were other voices now, in the garden. She looked out the window. Paul was running across the grass, looking panicked. He had driven here in John’s Subaru, after drinking all night. Lesley and Gordon had come out of the house and they were following him. Behind them she could see John and Vicky getting out of an old red car that must be Vicky’s.

Paul came straight in and grabbed the album Roland was holding.

Roland shook him off and said, ‘Saint Helens.’

Paul said, ‘Get out of here.’

‘It was St Helens when I first saw it. I remember now. Do you remember that weekend, Paul? Paul, you self-absorbed pathetic little shit.’

Everyone was crowding into the little building: Lesley, Gordon, Vicky, John. Roland ignored them all. He found the album he was looking for. He threw it on the desk, looked up triumphantly, nas-tily. ‘St Helens, Paul. Are you with me now? Down by the harbour, on that grey sand, with the slimy rocks and all the mussels? We put our feet in the water and it was so cold it hurt. And then we sat on the jetty and had fish and chips. Lesley bought it. She had her shoes on. And she took a photo.’

Gordon spoke sadly, ‘Come on, buddy.’

Paul turned to John, his face twisted. ‘Go out. Please. Just go.’

John didn’t move.

Roland had been turning pages as he talked and he stopped at a photo. ‘Remember that, Paul? Fish and chips with your dad. Swinging our feet over the water.’

He held the album open at the page he had chosen, leaned over it. Two little boys on a jetty, bluish-white feet, Gordon in shorts, reddish hair on his legs, white sandshoes.

Roland wasn’t happy. He turned a page. There was an empty space. ‘You took it?’ He laughed meanly. ‘You took it?’ He took a breath. ‘Never mind. There’s another. Spring Beach.’ He pulled out another album, opened it, threw it aside, then found the one he wanted. ‘Spring Beach. The old dinghy? Remember that, Paul? The Slithy Tove?’

Paul tried to seize the album from him. They fought for it. Paul fell back hard into the side of the desk and rolled, colliding with the wall. He was about to push off and attack Roland again, but Vicky put herself between them. ‘Leave it, Paul.’

‘You don’t know. You don’t know what this is.’

‘I think I do.’

‘You don’t. It’s much worse than you think. John will leave. John will hate me.’

‘John will understand. I’ll talk to him.’ She took Paul by the arm and turned him around. ‘Come outside.’

‘Vick.’

‘No. I’ll fix it. We’re going to leave.’ She put the other hand on John’s arm. John didn’t move.

Roland was still turning pages. ‘The Slithy Tove. We pulled it out of the water. Gordon had to help us. We turned it upside down and sat on it and had Violet Crumble.’ He had found the photo he wanted. He reached over Vicky’s arm and shoved it in front of Paul. ‘Remember that, Paul? Remember the Violet Crumble?’

Veronica leaned in to see. This photo was not much different from the one he had found in the Shanty Shack. Two boys, aged about eight, smiling. Bare feet hanging over the side of an upturned dinghy. But in this one Gordon’s feet were clean. They nearly reached the sand, but hung just above it. And his toes were clearly visible.

Chapter 28

______

‘Apparently it skips a generation.’

‘So it’s a kind of genetic trick,’ said Veronica. ‘Your father has the webbed toes, but you don’t, but they can turn up again on your –’

‘Yes,’ said Paul quickly.

It was over an hour since the scene in Lesley’s shed. After Roland found the photo of Gordon’s toes, Paul had left the little building without a word. Everyone else had left too and gone in different directions, Roland on foot out to the street, Vicky and John in Vicky’s car. Lesley and Gordon had retreated inside. Paul, distressed, dishevelled, probably still drunk although not showing it, had sat in the Subaru and watched them all disperse. Veronica had tried to talk to him, but he wouldn’t listen. She mentioned driving and alcohol levels and he reacted with a mad cackle, as if such caution was ridiculous in the face of what was happening. But then he became suddenly calmer. He said there was something he had to do, and that he would meet her in an hour, at his empty apartment in lower Sandy Bay. Then he had driven away.

She found him in the apartment when she arrived. The floors were finished and dried and the furniture had been replaced. There was a faint smell of polish. They stood at the windows for a moment, looking out at the river, and then Paul asked if she would come for a walk. They left the heaters on and the windows open and came down to the path by the water. All Paul’s panic and fury had drained away, leaving him morose, flat.

‘Your son, Paul.’

He walked without answering, to the end of the path, on the small point below the apartment. They leaned on a railing, looking out over a bed of native grasses and some broken rocks to the river. Behind them was Blinking Billy, the tiny old lighthouse that had last been used heaven knows when. And up behind that, the apartment block, three storeys of glass, looking down on them.

Paul said, ‘The poor little kid. There’s no escaping the ugly truth for him. He’s branded with it.’

Paul had a son. She wondered how long he had known. He’d been with Mayson in March, on the night of that terrible head injury. Later, he and Roland had taken the boy to Bellerive Beach. Paul would surely have seen the toes then. And yet he had allowed Treen to claim the boy was Roland’s.

Lecturing him wasn’t going to help. She tried to lighten the tone. ‘Well, at least you know now that Gordon’s your father. Roland said you always had doubts because he’s so …’

‘Masculine?’

‘Gingery.’

She got a pained laugh for that.

‘Well, Paulie, look, it’s not necessarily a bad thing, is it? To have a son? John loves you.’

He made an unhappy sound, and looked at her as if she’d insulted him.

‘He does. And now you have a child.’

The water was slate grey and choppy, slapping in an irritated way at the rock of the foreshore, the wind whirring in the needle grasses.

She spoke coolly. ‘Personally, I’d have to say it’s a surprise.’

 ‘It was a mad. Roland and I went out to Chigwell. That’s where Treen was living back then. I don’t know why we even went. She was having a … It was just one of those parties.’

‘Oh, I don’t need to know.’

‘There was a lot of stuff there. I don’t even know what it was. And we were so young.’

‘Three years ago.’

He grunted, thought for a moment. ‘It wasn’t an act of … It wasn’t nice in any way. For her or me.’

Veronica was always surprised by Paul’s need to talk. He told her much more than her own children did. Maybe that was normal. There was a seat near them. She ached to sit on it, but she didn’t want to move away from him.

‘Treen was being … She pretended to be excited, you know, whooping and jumping around, but sometimes she seemed just angry. And Roland was being stupid. There were a few girls around him and Treen pretended to be really upset about that. I mean, maybe she was, but she could turn it on, you know? She was completely manipulative.’

Worse than manipulative. But it wasn’t fair for Paul to blame Treen for his own actions. ‘Even so.’

‘Yeah. All right. Anyway, Roland …’ he stopped himself, chose a phrase, ‘… slept with her. And then he left. Which was bad.’

It was beyond her what anyone saw in the view down here. Across the water there were low headlands, stripped of trees years ago and left as brown grass. Opossum Bay was a huddle of small houses that looked as if they’d slipped down the hill to lie on top of each other, crammed up against the water. And off to the south there was just the grey river, widening out to ocean. Hobart, the lonely edge of the world.

‘And then she started coming on to me. She knows I’m gay. She pretended she was playing, she pretended to think it was funny, but really she was being nasty. She was angry with everything, but with Roland especially, and she was taking it out on me. She was really horrible. So I thought, all right, I’ll show you.

‘And it was more than that. I was trying to … aah … imagine … Roland. I spent a lot of time in my life doing that, trying to imagine what it must be like to be him. You always said I copied him. Well, I did. And I thought, he’s just done this. It was a kind of …’

A kind of what? Experiment? Tribute? She didn’t want to call it anything.

The wind was whipping around, slapping at her, flipping bits of hair, goading her to leave, to run from this. But she would stay and listen. And help. That’s what she did.

‘So then …’ He drew the word out exhaustedly, as if only just realising how long this story was going to be. ‘I didn’t see her after that. It’s a long way from Sandy Bay to Chigwell, isn’t it?’

‘At some point they moved to Mornington.’

‘Also a world away.’

‘Then South Hobart.’

He shrugged. ‘She’s lived all over the place. I heard she had a baby, but that’s about it. That night in Mornington, when the little boy got hurt, I went and helped … but I didn’t see his feet. It never occurred to me that he could be mine. And then, later, Roland turned up at Mum’s …’ He shook his head. ‘Treen had finally got him to come to Hobart. He told Mum he had to help an old friend and he asked us not to tell you.’

They heard a noise in the apartments behind them. Someone had slammed a sliding door on one of the balconies. But it was a neighbour. The windows of Paul’s place reflected grey sky.

‘He came and went at Mum’s, and I went with him a couple of times to see Treen and the kid. And that was all pretty dire. And then finally he told me the child was his son. He sounded so sure. So I never thought he could be mine.’

‘Until you saw his feet.’

‘Yeah.’ He said that slowly, sadly. Then again, thoughtfully. ‘Yeah. One day we took Mayson out to Bellerive and he ran straight into the water with his shoes on. Roland went to get chips, because that’s how you keep Mayson quiet, and I took his shoes off and saw the toes. I went into this kind of trance. I just felt sick. I got his shoes back on without the socks. And Roland had no idea it was remotely possible that I could be the father. And he never changed Mayson’s clothes or anything. Mayson had these special pants, and we only had him for a few hours each time.’

‘You went and dug out the photo of Gordon at St Helens. You had it at the gallery. What were you going to do with it?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe I wanted to hide it from Roland or maybe I was going to tell him the truth. But by that stage, he’d gone to live in the bookshop. When I saw him he was talking about Dane and saying he had to get Treen and the boy away from him. I was just glad he was handling it. And then Treen was dead, so …’

He seemed to feel the cold now, put his hands in his pockets, shrugged into the collar of his jacket. ‘Roland never saw the feet until after Treen died. Just the other day. He met Belle in the Chemist Warehouse to give her the key to the old building and he saw them then. But by then he was running. To Spring Beach. It took a while before he remembered Dad’s toes and then worked out what it meant. He asked me to come and see him at the old building. And then Belle died.’

The path ended just behind them, in a circle around a bed of westringia. Paul took a few steps around and Veronica followed. They stopped with their backs to the wind, facing a grassy slope. There were two old concrete bunkers that had once housed search-lights for nineteenth-century gun emplacements. Veronica had laughed about this as a child. The fear of Russian warships in the Derwent. So long ago, so absurd.

Paul started to defend his friend. ‘I don’t know how she convinced him Mayson was his. Roland always uses a condom. He always does and he would have that time. I don’t think he can remember much about that night. Anyway, Treen said he didn’t wear one and he had to believe her.’

‘He chose to believe her.’

‘Yeah. That’s it. He felt guilty, because he’d had sex with her and didn’t like her, so he thought he had to take her word for it. He was making amends or something. I don’t really understand, but it kind of fits with him, doesn’t it?’

‘But you knew the truth.’

‘Well, really, look, it would’ve been a lot better if he had been Roland’s. Roland is … good. He’d be a good father and he’s got the big family and he’s got you. You would have helped him.’

‘Lesley will help you.’

She saw this saddened him more than anything.

‘She will, Paul. She wants a grandchild, badly. She lost her first child. She’s very confused about that –’

‘Ha! Vicky isn’t exactly the daughter she’d dreamed about.’

‘Give your mum time. She thought she’d lost her child. And maybe that could all be fixed now. Maybe Mayson will help. You could form a family. I’m sure your mum wants to.’

He went over to one of the bunkers and rubbed a hand across a concrete wall. Old defences, hollow and eroding.

‘I’ll help you too.’

‘I don’t want him.’ He shook his hands in front of him, as if trying to fight something off. ‘I don’t want him to exist. I didn’t want Treen to exist and I couldn’t stand Belle.’

‘Be careful, Paul.’ This is what she suspected, but now, at the point when he was about to tell her, she found she wasn’t ready.

‘I told John about it. Just then. I found them at Vicky’s and told him it was all true. I’d had sex with Treen and I’ve got a son. I didn’t have any choice, did I?’ He looked at her, pleading, as always, for reassurance.

‘What did he say?’

‘Nothing. He went pale. I left him with Vick. If it was me I’d have gone out drinking. John and Vicky are probably cooking.’

‘Cooking?’

‘It’s what they do. It’s some kind of thing for them. They say it comforts them, whatever that means. I tell them it’s an orphan thing. They’re not orphans but they were both … they’re like orphans.’ He laughed. She recognised he was trying to be mean. ‘And now they’ve found each other and they’re developing this cooking and decorating thing. Housey housey.’ He waved towards the apartment. ‘They go to Habitat and drool over the coloured French casseroles.’

‘Well, that sounds like a good sign. For –’

‘It’s a fantasy.’

‘Paul, it’ll be all right.’

He laughed again, sourly. ‘Are you going to tell me John’ll come round?’

‘Well, it might not even come to that, might it?’

‘What does that mean? If he leaves?’

‘I mean there might be a lot more that he needs to forgive you for.’ He looked at her blankly.

‘Can we walk a bit?’ She led him away from the point, back towards Long Beach. At least here they were slightly shel-tered, facing the little bay, the diving raft, the sports fields and playground.

‘Paul, that’s all extremely important, having a son, and I will help you with it. But there’s something else we have to sort out.’ She left another space, but this time he didn’t fill it. ‘We have to talk about what happened to Treen.’

‘Treen.’ It sounded as if he found the name as ugly as she did.

She took a breath. She was so tired of this. Doing the hard thing. Jumping in. ‘I’m going to run a theory past you and you tell me what it sounds like.’

‘What it …?’

‘No.’ She had been too tentative. ‘On second thoughts, you just listen. Let me get right to the end and then tell me what I’m supposed to think.’ Push on. ‘Belle said Treen had found a possible solution to her problem. Treen had found someone who might help her. Someone was offering to give her money.’ She wanted to look at him but knew it was best not to. ‘And that is the person who picked her up and took her to the mountain. In a blue Honda. Roland had the car keys but there were spares. The police are concentrating on the car. I don’t think it’s only Belle who saw it. And they’ll be finding forensic evidence in it.’

Paul was looking at her, staring at the side of her face, as if he was starting to realise where this was going.

She said, ‘I wonder if you …’ No. Keep it very plain. ‘Treen was violent, erratic, careless, devoted to Belle. She let her own child be hurt. She lied and blamed everyone else for things. Roland tried to say she was unhappy and needed help. Other people wouldn’t be so generous. They would simply wish she didn’t exist.’ His words. She paused to let them sink in. ‘If Treen was the mother of your child you were going to have a lot to do with her for the rest of your life. What is more, as you yourself say, you didn’t want any of it to be true. You didn’t want to be Mayson’s father. You certainly didn’t want John to know about it.’

‘It wasn’t me.’ He looked shocked. ‘Veronica.’

He stopped walking and stood facing the water. There was a dog picking its way across the rocks of the shore, and a teenage girl with a bucket.

Veronica needed to press this home, so that he could see there was no point arguing with her and they could get to the point where he was willing to admit it and accept her help. ‘Roland won’t say anything. But I will if I have to. Everything links back to you. Treen and Belle had jewellery from John’s new range. You had been seeing them. John would have had painkillers for the carpel tunnel syndrome. Were they morphine based? Or your nan had some for her last illness. They were in your mother’s house. And the person who drove Treen up the mountain knew about the Slipping Place. Treen texted Roland about it, and she knew the name. The Slipping Place. Paul, there aren’t many people who know that. I took you there. I took you.’

She could remember Lesley’s voice, ‘Let them have another biscuit. They’ve walked so far. What harm can it do?’ Everything had been bright, and the boys, flushed with the walk, sitting on a flat rock. The sun shining and a silver tree and the big blue empty sky.

‘You promised Treen money. You took her for a walk there with the weather closing in and filled her with drugs and left her there.’

‘You’re wrong.’

‘Once Treen was gone, no-one was going to know about your night together and John needn’t find out about Mayson. Unfortunately, after Treen was gone, Belle was still around, asking for money and saying she wanted to stay with Mayson. And she started saying she knew who had driven Treen up the mountain.’

‘Veronica, this isn’t it. Not me.’

‘The door Belle fell through must have been opened with your father’s keys. Roland had taken a key from Gordon to get into the building, but there were a lot more keys left at the house. Someone bought her champagne. And someone put one of Roland’s drawings on the front door. I don’t think Roland put it there. But he had left pictures stuck on the gallery window. Someone took one and dressed Belle up as the girl in the drawing and they put the drawing on the door to frame him. It was organised and calculated. The shawl was yours. Your grandmother’s, I suppose. You and Roland had both been drawing it. You had it at the workshop.’ Veronica’s fingers were tingling in the cold wind. She got some of Belle’s hand cream out of her bag and rubbed it in. The pause gave them both a moment to absorb what she was saying. ‘I don’t think Belle was pushed. I heard her shrieking and laughing. It sounded more like she was playing a game.’

She risked a glance. He was staring out across the beach and the sports fields, a lump of muscle tight at the corner of his jaw.

‘All right. Well, I simply don’t have time, or frankly the energy, to mess around anymore. We have to go to the police. If you go to jail it won’t be for that long. At worst, it has to be manslaughter. Most likely it will be classed as behaviour endangering life or even accidental death. In both cases, Treen and Belle. So it won’t be too bad.’ She didn’t believe this. ‘And you have family. We’ll look after your son.’ That wasn’t well put. Presumptuous. She wasn’t Paul’s family. ‘Your mother will do it and I’ll help her.’

He groaned and leaned down, put his hands on his knees, stared at the ground. ‘Jesus.’

‘Paul we have to clear –’

‘What about you?’

‘Me?’

‘When you thought Mayson was Roland’s. Think about that. You wanted him, you wanted him in your family, but you didn’t want Belle to be with him. You wanted her gone. And you were probably glad Treen wasn’t around. You didn’t want them to be here. You didn’t want them.’

‘Well, maybe, but what I might have wanted isn’t relevant. I didn’t act on it.’

‘You didn’t help her. You let her run around that building. I wonder if you knew about the open door?’ He studied her face. ‘You did know. Well then. And you didn’t chase Belle, try to make her safe? You were going to go home with Vicky and Mayson.’

‘Not doing something is very different from acting.’

He laughed.

‘Paul.’

But he was walking away from her. He went back into the wind, walked quickly around the circle of shrubs, got to the end and stopped. She stood back a little, giving him space to think it through. But as she waited, there was another noise at the apartment windows. John was on the balcony, bright against the window behind. He had called and now he was gesturing with one hand, holding a cardboard carton under the other arm.

Without speaking again, Paul went back along the path and up to the apartment.

Chapter 29

______

When Veronica and Paul walked into the apartment, Vicky was standing at the windows with her back to the room and John was behind the kitchen bench. He was pulling things out of his box: white paper packets and jars and takeaway containers with labels from the Hill Street Grocer.

‘We’ve been to the sausage shop,’ he said. ‘We’re planning the most wonderful old-fashioned thing. Chicken with forty cloves of garlic. We went to Vicky’s and put Rick Stein on. I have to tell you, he is a gorgeous man.’

The playfulness seemed out of character. She thought it was an act intended to soothe Paul.

‘But then we just went and bought food. I’ve got some of the Lyric olive oil and a red wine vinegar from Westbury and a terrine.’ He looked up from his pile of packets. ‘I don’t know, all this drama has just got me starving.’

The overdone cheerfulness made Veronica uncomfortable. There was something he was trying to hide.

‘And Vicky’s a terrible influence, because she doesn’t care about the size of her own arse. We’ve had eggs Benedict and now I’m just all … grrr antipasto.’ He made monster claws above the food.

Paul looked bewildered. He took a step towards the bench, staring at the food.

The wind had chilled Veronica’s hands and now, in the warm air, they were itchy. She rummaged in her bag, found the jar of cream and put some more on. There was a scent of geraniums. It reminded her of her grandmother’s house, gardens and pot pourri. And something else.

‘And we got yoghurt. And banana. Vicky thinks little kids like mashed banana.’

‘Little kids?’ said Paul.

‘Our kid.’

‘No way.’

‘My kid then. Fuck off.’ John held out the yoghurt. ‘Put this away and get out some –’

There was a knock at the door, a scuffling sound. Then, as if the person knocking had only just found it, the doorbell rang.

Paul put the yoghurt down slowly, looking at John, who pressed his lips together. Vicky went to the door.

Paul said, ‘John, no.’

Georgie came in, holding Mayson.

‘Oh no. No no no.’ Paul had his hands out in front of him, a double stop signal. ‘We can’t have him here. I’m not ready to do anything about this.’

Georgie kept coming, chattering nonsense to the little boy. She met Veronica’s eyes for a moment, then took him across to the window to look out. He struggled to get down but she didn’t let him. Veronica started to go towards her but stopped herself and stayed near the bookshelves just inside the door. Georgie must have made some arrangement with John and Vicky about this. Best to stay out of it.

Paul had turned to her for support. ‘This is insane. This is not going to happen.’

John was fiddling with his box of food and Vicky went to help him. They looked as if they had expected Georgie. They must have organised it. And they had all anticipated Paul’s reaction and agreed to ignore him.

Paul seemed to realise this and became angrier. He banged on the kitchen bench. ‘We do not know how to look after a child! What are we supposed to do? Get to know him? We’re not ready! For fuck’s sake!’ His voice had risen to a shriek. He drew in a breath, clenched his fists. ‘I’m not a father. All I’ll end up doing is wrecking what I’ve got. I don’t want him. Not yet. Not ever.’

Mayson struggled again. Georgie sat on the floor and pulled some things out of a bag.

John and Vicky stood side by side behind the bench. John said, ‘We want him.’

Paul said, ‘My decision. He’s mine.’

‘No. He’s ours.’ John and Vicky both looked steadily at Paul. ‘It’ll be like a joint project. It’s already a joint project.’ John waved his hands trying to describe it. ‘One of those things that isn’t really going anywhere and isn’t helping any of us, but none of us can escape from it.’ He nudged Vicky. ‘Used to be called a family.’

They were smiling at Paul, trying to look hopeful, looking terrified. There was a silence.

‘For Christ’s sake, John,’ said Paul.

Mayson picked up a toy and began banging it on a glass side table. Georgie had him trapped between her outstretched legs. She was trying to subdue the arm movements and talking to him. ‘Good boy. Being nice and quiet.’ She looked at Veronica. ‘He’s been screaming his head off. Just screaming.’

John put his hands in front of him, gripped the wrist brace, pulled his chin in. ‘Vicky knows a bit about kids.’

But if this was Vicky’s cue to move towards the child, she didn’t take it.

Veronica said, ‘Let’s just sit down and have some –’

There was loud knocking at the door. Three hard thumps, made with a fist, moving the door in its frame. And then, just as he had at Belle’s, Dane seemed to be in the middle of the room before he managed to stop himself.

Everybody froze.

Dane moved his arms stiffly out from his sides, as if he was intending to lunge at someone, but hadn’t decided where. He seemed to think some words were required. ‘Fuck me.’

Georgie grabbed Mayson but he struggled free and, without making a sound, put his head and shoulders under the low table. He lay still with his back to the room. Georgie edged in front of him and placed one hand on his hip. Veronica wanted to help shield the boy, but to do that she would have to move past Dane. She didn’t have the courage.

John started moving around the side of the room, keeping his distance from Dane. He stepped in front of Georgie.

‘You don’t wanna do this,’ said Dane. ‘What’s coming. Ask her.’ He jerked his head at Veronica. Then he lurched towards John and shoved him aside with no apparent effort. John fell towards the window frame. Georgie wriggled backwards, closer to Mayson’s legs.

‘Hang on a minute,’ said Vicky.

Dane looked at Vicky, then at Veronica and gave a mad laugh. He went to the dining table and picked up one of the chairs. As he moved, Vicky hurried across to John and pulled him to his feet. Dane turned back, holding the chair by one leg, swinging it lightly as if testing its weight.

Vicky and John put themselves side by side, in front of Georgie and Mayson. Dane stared at them for a moment and then gave an aggressive grunt that he might have intended to be another laugh.

And then his expression changed, to a half smile, and a kind of wary excitement.

He wasn’t looking at Mayson, Veronica realised. He wasn’t fighting his way towards the boy. He had pushed John and picked up the chair just to show he could. To set parameters. Now his expression was calculating. He was going to make a demand.

She said, ‘You are ridiculous.’ But it was her voice that sounded ridiculous – pretending to be brave, instead sounding weak and terrified.

Dane came towards her. She winced with remembered pain, stepped sideways, jarred her shoulders. She could already feel the heat of him, smell his skin and a thick, sickly aftershave. But instead of looking at her, his eyes were sweeping the room and he saw something. He dropped the chair and swung away to the kitchen bench. Paul jumped backwards.

Dane picked up John’s iPad. He spoke to Paul. ‘I want five grand.’ Veronica found she could breathe again. He hadn’t come for Mayson at all. He must have thought this through overnight, and decided to bully them one last time. And to extract what he could. The banality of it, the stupidly small amount of money, diminished him. The others could feel it too. The terror in the room was slowly subsiding. They were simply stunned.

Paul had his eyes on the chair, lying on its side on the floor. The others watched Dane. Nobody moved.

‘Five grand and I’ll go. I’ll stay away. You can have him.’ Another silence, then John said, ‘I’ve got a cheque book.’ He went out through a doorway.

Dane was holding an iPad now instead of a weapon, and the simple demand seemed to give Vicky courage. She sneered at him. ‘Five thousand dollars? How did you get that figure?’ She stepped forwards. ‘You thought he was your son. Have you woken up and worked out the dates?’

Vicky looked at Mayson’s feet, sticking out from behind Georgie. She seemed to realise Dane wasn’t interested in the boy, and the relief fuelled her outrage. ‘But two women are dead. So. Five grand? Is that enough?’ She lifted her chin. She was sweating, shiny. ‘I know you people. You’re all the same. You like to think you’re hard done by, but really you’re just cheap thieves.’

Dane stepped towards Vicky, the iPad raised, threatening to hit her with it.

Veronica said, ‘Maybe it was always about money.’ It was nonsense, she knew, but it helped to confuse him. He spun around, looking like he didn’t know who to lunge at first.

John came back and quietly gave him a cheque.

Dane said, ‘Fucken hell.’ He swung around, glaring at them all.

‘You’re the ones hiding the murderer.’

Vicky didn’t seem to know what he meant. Her mouth fell open. John and Paul looked at each other. They weren’t shocked or horrified by what he had said. It was a knowing look, deeply troubled and mutually accusing.

‘You fucken people,’ said Dane. ‘My two girls are dead. They are dead. You lot have to pay for that. One way or another way, I don’t care. I know who was in that building yesterday. So why don’t you just sort it out. Before I have to do something.’

His words were weak and he knew it. He stomped out, slamming the door. They all stood in silence. Up on the road, a car door slammed and an engine started. There was a faint squeal of tyres and a dog yelped, then silence.

A flood of relief. Veronica found she was rubbing her hands together. She looked down at them, unable to think. There were patches of bright red skin.

Paul said, ‘You haven’t got five thousand dollars.’ John said, ‘I’ll make a phone call.’

‘He won’t give it to you.’

‘Not my father. Yours.’

Paul pushed out some air.

Veronica’s hands were burning. She looked down. She had rubbed some of Belle’s cream on them. Now they were tight and hot.

She said, ‘Paul, it’s time this was over. The police are about to find Roland. He’s running around, God knows where. He’s distressed. He’ll say stupid things. It’s time to tell the truth.’

Paul and John were very still. Each seemed to be waiting for the other to react.

‘Paul. People will understand. You had a child and you didn’t want Treen and Belle making his life miserable.’

Georgie began stroking Mayson on the legs, saying something to him, trying to coax him out from under the table.

‘Dane is right. Those two poor girls don’t deserve this. It’s time to go to the police and –’

‘No.’ Paul looked exhausted and immensely sad. ‘You’re wrong.’ Paul’s and Veronica’s phones both beeped. Text messages.

Paul said, ‘You don’t see things as they really are. You never have.’

Chapter 30

______

The text messages were from Roland. Veronica’s said:

Mon, 25 Jul 11.29 am
Come to the house. I will tell you everything.

Paul showed her his phone. The message was the same. She looked around the room. Vicky and Georgie were talking quietly to Mayson. She could see that, for now, he would be all right. He would always be all right. With Georgie to help. With Vicky.

John was standing in the middle of the room, one hand still hovering in the air from where Dane had snatched the cheque. He looked blankly, forlornly, at Paul.

Paul said, ‘It’s all right. It’s over now.’ He glanced again at Veronica and she followed him out of the apartment.

When Roland said ‘the house’, he meant her house. Not Lesley’s, not Judith’s. On the way to the car, Veronica allowed herself a moment of grim satisfaction. Maybe Roland’s childhood had provided him with a foundation after all. It was revealed in traces, in his language.

She drove Paul through the jostling lunchtime traffic of Sandy Bay Road and Davey Street, turned into her driveway and stopped outside the garage. Gordon’s car was parked in the circle in front of the house. He must have driven in the bottom gate. He was just getting out of his car. When he heard them arrive he glanced up, then turned to look down across the garden. He had seen something there. He went towards the lawn and Veronica and Paul followed.

Roland was under the cypresses, sitting on the dry, dead ground, up against the stone wall. His clothes were dirty. His feet were still bare. In his hands there were some sheets of A4 paper. Judith was standing beside him.

Veronica couldn’t think anymore. Her mind wasn’t moving. There had simply been too much happening and now all her thoughts seemed to be present at once, overlaying each other, packed tight.

Gordon started to go down the lawn. Judith said something to Roland and he stood up. They walked up, met Gordon and kept coming. When they all got to the driveway Judith said, ‘He’s exhausted.’

Veronica stared at her. This was the first time the woman had spoken so simply.

Judith said, ‘The immortals have ended their sport.’ She met Veronica’s eyes with a knowing smile, looking deeply saddened. ‘He’s been asked to perform a difficult task. It’s really too much, but he’s insisting.’

Veronica was struck again by the clarity of her green eyes, their intelligence. And there was something else. Kindness. Judith put a hand lightly on Roland’s shoulder.

He said, ‘I have to read this aloud to everyone. I promised to do that.’

‘O, you have torn my life all to pieces.’ Judith touched the papers in his hands. She seemed to be speaking about them.

Roland said, ‘Yes. That’s exactly what this is.’

Veronica didn’t know what he meant by that. Why had they been brought here? Roland was going to tell them that Paul killed Treen and Belle. Was he going to explain it, excuse it, justify it in some way? The papers were drooping backwards, over his hands. They were covered in type. No heading, but she could read the first line: ‘Sometimes I feel as if I am all sounds’.

Judith put a small object into her hands. She said, ‘Here’s a spot.’ Had she gone back to quotations again? Veronica couldn’t think about this now.

It was a jar of hand cream. A red jar, the cream Judith had taken from Lesley’s house. Judith took it back from her and opened it, releasing the scent Veronica had smelt in Lesley’s lounge room. Geraniums. And with that came the feeling she kept having, that there was something she was supposed to be seeing, something she needed to know, just out of sight, at the edge of things, something that vanished with the act of turning.

Judith said, ‘All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand.’

Lady Macbeth. Veronica thought of Lesley, rubbing her hands together. Veronica had itchy hands too. Because of Belle’s cream. Belle had said some of her cream was in coloured jars. She had tried to remember the name of the scent. She had said, Rose, rose something.

Rose geranium.

So Lesley owned a jar of Belle’s cream. Lesley said she had never met Belle. But she had. Lesley knew Treen and Belle.

And Lesley had finished her piece of writing. Roland had kept meeting her, insisting that she write about women who were branded as sinners. He wanted her to learn to understand women who did terrible things. And he had promised to read Lesley’s writing out to them. He was about to tell the story of Treen’s and Belle’s murders.

Judith said, ‘Mesdames et messieurs.’ Was that meant to be a reference to Hercule Poirot? It hadn’t been a joke. Judith looked grim. No-one looked amused. And when she spoke again, Veronica couldn’t tell whether the words were a quotation or not.

‘From the very beginning I felt that to understand this case one must seek the secrets of the heart.’

Gordon looked grey. There were beads of sweat on his chin. Paul tucked a hand behind his father’s arm and put his other hand on the outside of the arm, holding him steady.

Roland said, ‘Can we go inside?’

Veronica led the way through the scaffolding into the junk-filled hall. She wanted to apologise for the state of the place. There was nowhere they could all sit. She thought of the kitchen table, covered in papers. For some reason she was worried about the white stone, wished she’d put it away somewhere.

A stupid thought. She was in shock. She needed to take charge of this. She couldn’t.

Roland led them into the dining room. Judith helped him unstack chairs and place them around the table, while Gordon, Paul and Veronica stood watching them.

They left the drop sheet on the table. Roland sat down and Judith sat beside him. He said, ‘Lesley has finished her writing. She printed it out. She asked me to read it to you.’ He lifted his eyes towards Paul and Gordon but his gaze didn’t reach them. He looked back at the pages.

Gordon said, ‘Is she here?’ His face was ashen.

Roland looked towards the windows, the garden, the white sky.

‘She left. Not very long ago. She didn’t want to wait.’ When Gordon moved towards the door, he added quickly, ‘But she wanted you to hear this.’

Veronica pulled out a chair and sat side-on to them, so that she could see Roland and Judith and also Gordon and Paul, who had stayed near the door. Around Lesley’s pages, the drop sheet was wrinkled and stained, gritty grey, splodged with paint. Veronica wanted to pull it off, to see the polished wood underneath. But there was no time. And it was absurd, to be thinking about tables. They were gathered here to hear what Lesley had written.

Roland began reading:

Sometimes I feel as if I am all sounds.

He looked up. ‘She wrote that at the top and then left some empty lines. Then she put a row of question marks, as if she might delete it. But I wanted to read it. I think she was trying to describe what things feel like, how she … I’ll just read the whole thing and maybe it’ll be clearer.’

Veronica could see the struggle in his face. He felt a responsibility to read this to them. Lesley had asked him to do it. He shoved his hands between his knees, hunched towards the papers and read some more.

Roland insisted I write something. I know he was hoping to help me to feel more sympathy for Treen and Belle and to understand myself and to explain what I have done. But I fear this is going to disappoint him. Because I don’t understand. Any of it.

Roland looked around the room. ‘She starts with the past.’ He read on:

When I had my first baby I was seventeen. It was horrible. I thought I was going to die.

He looked at Gordon and Paul. ‘Do you want to sit down?’ Nobody moved or spoke so he shuffled straighter in his chair and read on.

After my baby was born they let me see her. I think it was a mistake. I don’t think they were supposed to do it, because then I wanted to keep her. I really wanted that so badly that I argued with them, and I was a girl who never argued. I remember shouting at this little nurse person, and it really was nothing to do with her. I remember saying ‘You can’t stop me’, that kind of thing. Very rude.
   At first they said I could keep her. At least I thought they said that. They took her away, just for a little while, so I could sleep. I don’t blame any of the people involved. It was a long time ago. Different times. Nowadays you can read about it. Apparently it was happening all over the place.
   They must have given me drugs. I signed things. At least I think I did. They didn’t tell me I was losing her. They simply took my baby away for a moment and I had a sleep and then I just sat there waiting. That’s all that happened. I thought she was coming back, so I just sat in the hospital bed and I heard the sounds in the corridors, and I waited for my little girl and she never came.
   Eventually I asked someone where she was and they said I couldn’t have her, that she’d gone. At first they told me she had died. Or more precisely, my mother told me my baby was dead. I knew she was lying because she looked me straight in the eye and it was the only time she had ever done that. So that was the sign. That’s how I knew it wasn’t true.
   I asked the little nurse there. She wasn’t a nurse. I don’t know what you’d call her. She said no, my baby was alive, but she had been given away.
   And that’s all, really. I waited and then I went home. There was never an actual event. I have no moments, nothing to remember.
   Over the years my heart shrivelled up. I had Paul …

Roland’s voice faltered. He swallowed.

I had Paul who was so strange and difficult and I had Gordon to put up with. And then Vicky came and I saw that my baby was lost to me forever.
   People will think my baby came back but they don’t understand how ruined she is. And by the time she got here my heart was just a little walnut. She was too late, and she’s all wrong.

‘Two ruined babies,’ said Paul. ‘One not middle class enough. And one too gay.’

When I was leaving the Cressy house to go home without my baby, I found a white stone in the garden path. It was a bit bigger than an egg, and it had a sort of fold in the middle with a yellow crack. I kept it. It felt heavy and solid. It wasn’t a substitute for my baby, not a symbol or a talisman. It was just something I could hold onto while I thought about her. I liked having it in my pocket. Nobody else knew it was there. Later, when I was older, I found I could put my stone in full view and nobody knew what it meant.
   Then I found out about this new child, Mayson. When I saw his feet I knew he was my grandson. Other women were going to think he was theirs but they were going to lose him. I know what that feels like. I found some white stones and I gave them to the other women. I left Veronica’s on her lawn and later I moved it closer to the house. I put it on a scrap of paper so that she would notice it. I don’t know why. I think I wanted her to feel what it was like, to have a stone instead of a child.
   Nobody knew the stones were important. Except maybe the old drunk. She saw the stone in my lounge room and she knew straight away. Not what it meant, but that it had meaning.

Roland paused again, as if he wanted to explain something, then decided just to keep going. He read slowly, pronouncing every word.

I don’t know why I’m writing about this here. It is not to make an excuse. It’s just that it seems related to what happened to the two unfortunate young women. The feelings are the same. When I lost my baby, I had a sense that events were sliding of their own accord and I was simply being carried along. It was the same when Treen and Belle were dying.
   I do know that Belle Ahern hurt my grandson, Mayson. She hurt him to the point where his life was endangered. Treen McShane allowed her to do it. She knew what Belle had done to Mayson and she allowed her to live with him. Treen might even have hurt Mayson herself.

The room was cold, with a thick stillness. Veronica realised she had been holding her breath.

Our first thought when we hear about this, our first reaction before thought, is that these young women were evil. Some people will object to that. They will say Belle and Treen weren’t evil, they were drug affected; that they themselves were mistreated, by Dane and by others; that they were misunderstood. People will say that the behaviour was a product of their terrible backgrounds; that they had been taught fear, resentment, bitterness, loathing, rage. People will say that, in harming a child, Belle and Treen were simply responding to what had been done to them. They will say that a person cannot be evil, that only acts are evil.
   But where is the line between the person and the act? This is what I cannot fathom.

Now Veronica’s stomach was hurting again. She wrapped her arms across it and leaned forward, trying to change the pressure points. She moved her stiff shoulders. Her head was aching.

Roland read:

Belle put her hands on a small child. She felt the hot sticky skin, the frail bones, the breath, the push of blood through his veins. And at some point she made a choice to hurt him.
   But what does that mean? What is a choice? Certainly, at the time of the action, Belle’s muscles, her arms, her fingers, were under her control. And there was one small moment, one fraction of a second, one tiny point in time which acted as a gateway, a departure, a division between the absence of the action and its presence.

Somewhere in the house there was a sound: thin, electronic; a single beep, then a space, then another. Veronica couldn’t work out what it was. A clock or a timer, or an alarm, running out of batteries. Apart from that the place was deadly quiet.

People will talk about whether or not Treen’s and Belle’s deaths were the result of an intentional act by me. I try to find my own point of decision. But if there was one, it was obscured by all the other countless moments. The decision point must have been there, somewhere in the constant forward flow, but it wasn’t present to me. So if you ask if there was ever an intention to kill these girls, I would answer that I don’t understand what an intention is.

Every five seconds, the beep: tiny, distant.

Last Tuesday morning I drove Treen McShane to the Chalet car park on the mountain and we walked along the path to a large rock. She died of hypothermia, because of a storm.

‘No, no, no,’ said Gordon. ‘She shouldn’t be saying this. Give me that.’ But he didn’t move.

Roland pushed his chair back a bit, the sound echoing down through the wooden floor. He looked at Judith, who refused to meet his eyes. He let go of the breath he was holding and read on.

I try to find the point where I made a choice. A few days before, I had offered to help Treen with the child. I offered to give her some money and a place to live. That made her happy. On the Tuesday I visited again and I said we could go for a drive to talk about it. Before we went to the mountain I put a jar of pills in front of her and left the room. I didn’t ask her to steal some. I drove her to the mountain. There was no-one else around because it was getting cold, but Treen didn’t mind. She thought it was an adventure. I told her about happier times when the children were young. At the picnic spot, she drank some of my wine and the morphine dissolved in the wine was added to the morphine she had already stolen, and that put her to sleep.
   After that happened, there was no choice for me. I simply couldn’t carry her. I went home. The weather turned nasty. I didn’t know what to do so I waited. There was no act. It was an absence of action. If it felt like anything, it was like waiting.

Gordon said, ‘She’s mixed this up. What morphine in the wine?’

Veronica watched him taking it in. It was a crucial point. Lesley could blame Treen for stealing some morphine pills, but if she admitted to dissolving more morphine in a bottle of wine, it was going to be hard to claim that it was all a terrible accident.

As Gordon absorbed this he continued to protest. ‘She’s confused.’ He came towards the table and stood behind a chair. Veronica moved aside, about to ask him to sit down, but he went on. ‘She’s mixed up her stories.’ His colour was high.

Roland said, ‘I think I should read to the end. She really wanted you to hear it all.’

Gordon pulled his head back as if flinching at a sudden movement. But he didn’t protest again. Roland nodded and read.

I went to visit Belle at the old St Mary’s Hospital building. She had asked me to come. I had met with Treen and Belle several times over the previous weeks. I hadn’t told them Mayson was Paul’s but I had been offering to help them. So when Roland arranged an escape for Belle, she wanted to talk to me about the house and the money I’d offered. She rang me on the Saturday night and said she was going to run away from Dane the next day. She wanted to talk to me about the Shanty Shack. We arranged to meet in the old building at two, before Roland and Paul got there. I told her I would bring some champagne to celebrate her freedom. That made her happy.
   I wanted to see what kind of place it was that Roland was moving them into, to check that it was suitable. So on the Sunday morning, I found Gordon’s great set of keys and I went to the building around ten, long before Belle arrived. I was shocked that the high door was left there with no fire escape behind it. I pulled away the barriers and found a key that unlocked it. I wanted to show Belle that high door, to demonstrate how precarious life can be.

Veronica straightened. This was a crucial point that Lesley had skipped past. She had brought a key, unlocked the door and pinned it back with a pile of broken barriers.

At two o’clock, as we’d arranged, I went to the old building to meet Belle. I had copies of Roland’s drawings and I put one on the Davey Street door.

Veronica’s eyes met Roland’s and she saw that he understood. Lesley had tried to incriminate him. Her behaviour that day was much more calculated than she was admitting. But neither of them said anything.

When I arrived at two, Belle was already there and she was pleased to see me. I showed her the drawing on the door and said I had a simple white dress for her, and an old shawl. I suggested she dress up for our champagne party, like the girl in the drawing. I said it would be a gesture that would please Roland. I can’t tell you what I had in mind, only that she was delighted by the idea.
   She said she had made a quiet room for Mayson to rest in, somewhere else in the building. She wouldn’t let me see him. She took me to an upstairs room with two old chairs and some candles. I suspect she had also accessed some kind of party drug, and that interacted badly with the champagne. She was in a wild and careless mood.

Paul made an angry sound. Gordon went back to stand beside him near the door.

Soon after that we heard Dane arrive. Belle laughed and said she had left him a note saying where she was. Her behaviour didn’t make any rational sense. She simply liked there to be as much drama as possible. That is the sort of girl she was.
   Dane started calling up through the building and he sounded angry and dangerous. Belle thought it was funny. She said that when Roland arrived there would be big trouble and she liked
   that idea. Soon she was shouting with Dane and running around the staircases. I retreated to a room deeper in the building.
   Then Veronica arrived. Belle screamed about two grannies. I thought Veronica would know immediately that I was there, but she didn’t pick up on it.
   Veronica looked for Dane and Belle. Things went quiet for a while and then I heard Dane stomping around. I think he was coming up the stairs from the basement. I didn’t really know where anyone was.
   Soon after that, Belle came back upstairs to find me.
   At this point she was completely out of control, angry and afraid. She was trying to be playful but she was completely careless. She was running around playing silly games and she had chosen a dangerous place to do it. Careless. A stupid girl.

Paul half-turned and took a step as if he wanted to leave. But Gordon didn’t move, and they both stayed.

I didn’t push her out. I lunged at her a few times, but only to get my shawl back. At one point she tried to attack me. I ran away. I stopped near the open door, but she ran on.

Veronica realised she was shaking her head. The story just wasn’t plausible. She wondered if Lesley would stick to it, or change it as she was interviewed.

I concede that her death was made possible by the open door, and the person who opened the door was me. But Belle ran through it. I stood helplessly nearby.

Paul lifted his hands and pressed them into his eyes. Veronica wanted to go to him, but his father was there. Gordon put an arm around him.

Treen and Belle made Mayson miserable and they would have continued to do so. They have been removed from his life now, and if I have been sacrificed in the process then that is a grandmother’s duty. But it’s best he never knows. It’s best he never knows about them. Or me.

‘Lel,’ said Gordon.

Out on the driveway there was the sound of tyres on gravel. Veronica lifted herself to her feet and saw a police car pulling into the driveway. There were two more in the street, slowing to turn right.

Roland said, ‘Nearly finished.’ Veronica sat again. Roland read:

Roland has drawn girls that nobody cares about. They don’t care about themselves. They don’t belong in their own worlds.
   I’ve always thought that by the time I was in my fifties it would be different. I was expecting cohesion, less banality, less wanting things. But instead, I still feel that I am not living my real life. The world seems indifferent. I look outside and the wind moves the leaves and one of the leaves falls down and I feel as if it had nothing to do with me. I’m waiting for that moment when my life will begin.

There were people sitting in the car in the driveway. The other two must have done U-turns in Weld Street. They were pulling up outside the house.

The old drunk said one thing that sounded right. It was an uncanny accident, but it was one of those things that is so true that it becomes seared into your mind. She said there was something coming which could never arrive. That thought keeps repeating. Roland told me it is about death. But that is how life feels to me. It’s an experience I must and cannot have. It is always about to take place, but it never does.

Doors slamming. Voices. Veronica looked around the room. Paul stared at the floor. Gordon lifted his hands and then dropped them.

Roland straightened in his chair and read to the end:

I don’t suppose that explains anything, really, but it is the best I can do. People will ask me what I did and why. But the more I search for an answer, the more it escapes me. There was no action, only a series of moments that led on, one to the next. If there was a moment of intention, something which could be portrayed as a choice, a decision point, then it is infinitely small. Terrifyingly, vanishingly small.

Chapter 31

______

Veronica folded the last of the tarpaulins and stacked it on the others in a corner of the hall. It was her job to sweep the dining room floor and dig out the three old Persian rugs to put them back into place.

Four nights had passed since Roland read Lesley’s confession. The police had found her at the gallery and she had gone with them to be interviewed. According to Gordon, she was still undergoing psychological assessment. Gordon had the pages Roland had read, and a digital file of the confession on Lesley’s computer. Early on he had said he didn’t know whether to destroy them or not. Some time later he said he was going to leave that up to the lawyers. Someone had to work out whether they would help Lesley’s case or not.

On each of the past four nights, in varying stages of shock, Veronica, Georgie, Paul, John, Vicky and Mayson had all eaten their evening meal together around Veronica’s kitchen table. Well, five of them had eaten. They had tried different arrangements of furniture and humans, searching for a way to persuade, or coerce, or trap, Mayson into eating something, or at least into sitting with them while they ate. But the meals had been long trials of jumping up and down, and the kitchen was too cramped for that sort of physical struggle.

This morning Vicky had suggested they resurrect the dining room. Veronica had taken that as a confirmation of her own idea, that the party of six would be eating together for the foresee-able future. It was hard to imagine John and Paul coping with Mayson alone.

Veronica had made no attempt to hide her pleasure at the idea. Vicky had arranged for some young men to come and move the sideboard and the trolleys back in out of the hall and Veronica had rehung the curtains. The room could be painted another day.

They all agreed that Mayson’s evening meal was important. Family eating was going to be a cornerstone of his upbringing.

Upbringing. It was scarcely a word that applied at this stage. Healing, maybe. Or civilising. Taming.

So far, over a period of several days, it had taken the five adults, all working full-time, to make even a small amount of progress. They had taken it in turns to sleep. Mayson had been checked over by the Cruikshanks’ family GP and Malcolm Reidy, and they had follow-up appointments. Georgie and John had bought clothes and equipment, Paul had found and borrowed picture books and made children’s playlists on Spotify. Veronica had begun the long search for suitable behavioural and psychological help. In between, working as a team, they had managed to keep Mayson fed, after a fashion – vegetable training would have to wait – and to stop him from getting too distressed.

Five of them, working full-time.

Over the last two days, Vicky had been chatting to Georgie about the gallery. She was hoping to open it again next Tuesday, but with Lesley gone and Paul and John preoccupied with their son, they needed new staff, and Vicky asked if Georgie would be interested in joining her. To Veronica that seemed a perfect solution. Georgie and Vicky had found some kind of instant rapport.

Then, this morning, with no sign of regret, Georgie announced that she had resigned from her event management job and she and Vicky immediately had begun discussing a revisualised – Georgie’s word – opening for the gallery’s upper floor.

Now they were in the kitchen together, preparing lunch. Veronica opened the double doors between the kitchen and dining rooms. Ridley came in and collapsed in his favourite corner. His tail went through Veronica’s pile of dust. She swept it all up again, into a pan, thinking of the styrofoam Mayson had crumbled on Miriam’s carpet.

Georgie said, ‘Not the Ashbolt. That’s for dipping bread. The Serenata.’

Vicky said, ‘You have three levels of olive oil?’

‘Four.’

‘And this cheese. Are you sure it’s right, just torn up like that?’

‘Yes, but put the basil on the side. Gordon hates it.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘I know. But he’s got enough to deal with, hasn’t he? Without adding basil to the list.’

They laughed grimly but with a kind of contentment.

Veronica had been taking meals to Gordon twice a day. He was spending long days at the police station, or in waiting rooms, sitting anxiously while Lesley talked with detectives and psychiatrists. Or else he was discussing her case with solicitors, trying to determine what she was likely to be charged with and to what degree she would be considered competent to stand trial, and how she could best be defended. Today Gordon was coming to eat lunch at Veronica’s, with all of them. With his grandson.

And Lesley’s grandson. They were all avoiding talking about Lesley. But she was present in every room, every conversation. Present as an absence. In a way they were all waiting for a time when they could begin to understand her, and help. No. Not help. And not understand, either. But … well, that’s all, really. As far as Lesley was concerned, they were all waiting for something, and they didn’t know what.

Veronica went to Alan’s study to retrieve an old tablecloth she had spread out and scotchguarded. On the way back across the hall, she picked up a plastic train and a beach ball. She put them in the laundry basket that held Mayson’s toys. On each of the four nights, with expressions of surprise every time, Paul and John had stayed the night. They had slept in the downstairs spare room, with Mayson on the little trundle. Mayson’s sleep patterns were erratic, possibly due to a lifetime of ingesting adult sleeping medications. Really, Veronica was surprised how little harm that seemed to have done him, although his true level of impairment wouldn’t become clear for a few years. All night she could hear them moving around, from the bedroom to the kitchen, and she had got up and done some shifts with Mayson, to enable the young men to get some sleep. As with the evening meal, Veronica couldn’t imagine how they would cope if it was just the three of them.

Georgie had moved back into her old room upstairs. And last night she had made up Libby’s room for Vicky. So that meant they were all sleeping here together, a strangely interconnected group. Up until today, the sleeping arrangements had been made at the last minute and presented as a temporary solution, something to help them cope while they all struggled with the unpredictable, passionate, destructive, exhausted little boy. But after four nights it was starting to look like a pattern.

Veronica picked up a pair of Mayson’s socks and took them to the laundry. Before she dropped them into the hamper she stopped. A pair of dirty socks, screwed into damp balls. So familiar. Something from the deep past. A family thing.

She went back to the dining room and spread the cloth over the table. It would probably be ruined, but that hardly mattered. She wanted the table to look inviting, for Gordon and also for Mayson. She didn’t know if nicely set tables would turn out to be important in the long run, in settling Mayson into a home, but it felt important now. And she could only guess and try things.

There was a sound from the garden. Looking out across the old verandah she could see John with Mayson, down on the big lawn. Mayson was running around, swinging a piece of lurid pink foam piping that Georgie had bought – an object meant for swimming pools. John was holding a piece too, down by his side, following Mayson around, staying just out of fighting range.

‘He’s got no idea.’ Paul had come in behind her and joined her at the window.

‘He’s trying hard.’

‘Yeah.’ He laughed, watching the two on the lawn. ‘He really is.’ Paul looked surprisingly well, considering the lack of sleep. He managed a smile for her and it contained almost no trace of tragedy.

She said, ‘Hopefully the running will take the edge off Mayson for the big meeting.’

This afternoon, Veronica, Gordon and Paul were taking Mayson to meet his other family, Treen’s father and two sisters. Georgie and Vicky had accompanied her on a previous visit and Veronica had told them everything she could about Treen. In the absence of Roland, she felt it was her duty to pass on anything she had learned. Mr McShane had a farmer’s thick hands and a red face. He was scrupulously neat. He had talked with her about vegie gardening, looking bereft, his mind clearly elsewhere. Georgie had offered to help with the funeral and arranged to speak with Treen’s sisters again. Veronica hadn’t felt the need to become involved in that. She was learning to let Georgie take over some things.

And Georgie was doing that, taking responsibility. Not Roland. Roland was gone.

They would go and see Belle’s people too. Veronica hadn’t quite found a moment for that, or the energy. She was haunted by memories of that poor girl, broken on oily ground behind derelict buildings. Vivid memories. Dreams. About both girls. But soon she would muster the strength to visit Belle’s family. With the help of George and Vicky. They would come with her.

John and Mayson had sat down on the lawn. John demonstrated a roly poly down the slope and Mayson copied him, hurtling into John with elbows and knees.

Paul said quietly, ‘More bruises.’

‘We’ll get there.’

‘Yes, but in how many pieces?’

She said, ‘What did Roland say?’

Paul had been Skyping. Roland had gone back to Kandina. He had rung her to explain. One of the residents of his backpackers’ lodge was in trouble with the police and Roland was the only one who could help. Judith had gone with him, for reasons that had not been made clear. From time to time, during the past days, Veronica had allowed herself a small thought of him, of the empty space he left. She thought about his affinity with that absurd woman, of his affinity with all those absurd people, of his affinity with almost everyone. Everyone else. But the hollow feeling, the frustration and humiliating jealousies that came with thoughts of Roland, her longing to fix him – they were all faint now, nebulous, more memories than present emotions.

Paul said, ‘He’s all right. He asked how Mayson was.’

They both laughed. It would be impossible to describe how Mayson was. They didn’t know themselves. And Roland would not have wanted a long answer.

Paul said, ‘He recommended someone in West Hobart. A counsellor.’ They laughed again. The idiocy of him. Roland would consider that he had discharged his duty towards them all. He had been momentarily concerned and he had done his best. He had thought he had a son. He had found a dead body. In response, he’d made ineffectual efforts to help and he’d made art. And now he had gone back to his other world, moved on to another cause. Roland, the one Veronica was going to lose. She realised now, she had already lost him. Years ago. She had no idea why. And she hadn’t noticed it happening.

She was deeply, deeply bone tired.

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Paul turned away from the window. He looked around the room. ‘This is going to be much better.’

For a moment she didn’t trust her voice. She managed a smile. ‘Is Ridley going to be OK?’

‘He’s traumatised.’

She looked at him, the thinning curls, the floppy lips and ears, the deep sleep. As Paul had known, the word, and the sight of him, made her smile.

He said, ‘I want to talk to you.’ He laced his fingers in front of him.

She thought she knew what this was. ‘About moving in?’

‘Oh.’ His eyes darkened. ‘Ha ha. I wasn’t going to put it like that. But yes, I wanted to talk … ask if we could stay for a while.’ He put his fingertips on the tablecloth and they both looked down at it, the soft folds of light falling on linen. ‘I don’t want to take him back to the flat. He got a fright there, with Dane coming in like that. And it’s not …’

‘It’s not even remotely suitable.’

He looked relieved. ‘Vicky said she’ll organise your stuff. She’s got those young friends and they will carry it all back into the right rooms. And you said the painting could wait.’ For the first time Veronica saw how much Paul relied on Vicky to organise things. They all did. ‘Vicky can call your builder and get him to tidy up around the scaffolding, make it safer. And she’ll arrange more permanent gates for the stairs. All that can be worked out.’

‘Where would we be without Vicky?’ Normally she would say that ironically, but this time she meant it.

Paul agreed. He was teary with gratitude. Paulie. She put a hand on his arm.

He said, ‘Just until we find somewhere. I know you’re not his family.’

‘No. But we could try to operate as one, just for the time being. It’s no different from any other combined family.’

He laughed.

‘OK,’ she said, ‘it’s a bit different, but I can’t see why it’s not possible. The Sopels, with new members and hangers on, and the Cruikshanks. What’s left of the Cruikshanks.’

‘We’ll only stay while we all agree it’s working.’

‘It’s an experiment.’

She heard a car in the driveway. She realised she’d been listening for the sound. Alan was coming this morning to pick up his boxes.

Veronica and Paul met him in the hall. He looked thin and tanned and sleek, and he looked foreign – completely familiar and also like someone she had never known. He hadn’t changed at all, she reminded herself. Maybe that’s why he looked so alien.

They exchanged a few comments about what he called the difficult situation. He looked around with the expression he had always had when contemplating their home. He found the large house and garden cumbersome, a burden. The family too, most of the time.

He asked her how they were managing, but it was hard to know how to put any of it into words.

Hearing the voices, Georgie came out of the kitchen carrying a carton labelled Trophies. She put it on top of his other two boxes. Alan smiled at her but she averted her eyes. He looked at Veronica with the old weak expression. She thought he was going to say, ‘This is hard for me too, you know.’ She felt it so clearly that she couldn’t be sure whether he had spoken it aloud. There was another pause, and he might have been thinking about composing a clever comment, something that would demonstrate his troubled mind, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he picked up a box and took it out to the car. Georgie, Paul and Veronica watched and made no move to help. A small insult.

Vicky called from the kitchen, saying John needed help. She and Paul went out the back door.

When Alan came back for the second box, he said, ‘George. I want you to come and see me.’

‘I’m busy here at the moment.’ Her voice was high with childish outrage.

‘I know you don’t understand –’

‘Hah!’ Childish outrage, childish pain.

‘I’ve had long talks with Libby and Tom.’

Georgie looked at him blankly, managing not to voice her thoughts. Veronica knew what they were. Libby called you a slut. They both hate you.

Seeing her daughter’s anguish, Veronica wanted to tell her to let it go, to find a way to forgive him. Georgie didn’t deserve this. Children needed a relationship with their father.

Alan said, ‘I’ll give you a ring.’

They watched him carry out the second box.

Veronica said, ‘George. Nobody’s perfect.’

‘What?’ George looked shocked, and slightly alarmed. ‘I can’t believe you just said that.’ She stalked off out the back door.

When Alan came inside for the last box, Veronica accompanied him back out to the driveway. A small, sexy car, two bikes on the roof. But there was strain in his face, the same pain as Georgie had, which made the silly car just sad.

He put the box onto the tiny back seat, squared his shoulders and stood very upright. ‘You look tired,’ he said.

He had meant it kindly, but immediately it raised that version of herself she felt when she was with him: saggy Veronica, disorganised, uncooperative, dishevelled, fat. Old. She told herself he hadn’t meant it that way.

The day had that stillness, full of cloud and unfallen rain, where everything seems to have stopped, as if there was something thick in the air and time had to push through it. Behind her, over her left shoulder, there was the mountain, blocking the view, drawing the eye, the hulk on the horizon, that big reminder of everything.

She could hear laughter and a squeal from Mayson. Even the sounds of voices from the lawn were muted.

Georgie came out of the house carrying a towel. ‘Mayson’s in the fish pond and we can’t get him out. John’s wet through.’ She ran off towards the lawn.

Alan said, ‘How long is this going to go on?’

‘As long as necessary.’

Paul came out of the house carrying some of Mayson’s clothes. ‘Don’t let Paul exploit you. You know he does.’

‘I don’t mind. I love him.’

They were both looking back at the house. Under the scaffolding, the walls were a soft pinkish colour. The stained glass at the door glowed rich red and green. By the steps the winter rose beds were all bare sticks and angles. There was one bright rose hip, missed by the pruners, sticking up on the end of a stalk. It seemed to be pro-claiming something.

They walked along the driveway to where they could see the young people at the fish pond. John was shaking his arms, trying to free them from his saturated sleeves. Paul was holding Mayson and Georgie was trying to pull his shoes off. She was laughing.

Veronica realised how happy she was that they were all here. Suddenly it seemed precious, this cobbled together family. She found herself wondering how she could manage to keep it.

‘Chaos,’ said Alan. It was something they used to say about the children. He had hoped they would share a wry smile. And for a moment she felt pity for him.

Not pity. Not yet. But a glimmer, a hint of something she might be able to feel one day. Pity for his solipsism, his narrow vanity; pity that he could choose an Alfa Romeo and a fitness regime and a town house, that he had never seen what they had.

Vicky was coming up the lawn towards them. ‘Veronica.’ A strong figure, dressed by John now, in a long cardigan the colour of cherries. Behind her, the two young men were struggling with the flailing toddler, everyone covered in slimy water.

Vicky ignored Alan and spoke to her with a smile. ‘You’re needed.’
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