
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			

			Advance praise

			‘Frogsong is a tender, nostalgic story of love and loyalty, and the particular strength of bonds formed outside of our big cities. How do we tear ourselves away when love of place and love of person are so deeply intertwined? Melissa Manning brings her sensitive, thoughtful prose to this depiction of a young life steeped in the dam water and dark skies of rural Australia.’ 

			Jane Rawson

			‘Melissa Manning’s Frogsong is an extraordinarily beautiful study of grief and love. This novel exquisitely captures the sensual and aching years of young life, along with all its confusion and exuberance.’ 

			Mirandi Riwoe

			‘Taut and tender, Frogsong captures first love, deep grief and the ache of leaving the people and places that once anchored you. Melissa Manning is a superb writer and her shift from short form to the novel is both seamless and a gift to us all.’ 

			Kate Mildenhall

			‘This beautiful, lyrical novel traces the tangled roots of love and grief. The writing shimmers with attention. Manning has written both an elegy and a love story, tender and true.’ 

			Sarah Sentilles

			

			‘Like a river whose surface conceals a powerful current, or a flatness of ocean masking a riptide, Frogsong is quiet but potent: it pulls you in and holds you with white-knuckled fingers. Manning is a masterful prose stylist; her characters and their habitats tenderly observed. Elegiac, sexy and deeply felt. I wanted to swim in the world of this book.’ 

			Jennifer Down

			‘In Frogsong, Manning has built on the vivid sense of place that was so wonderful in her collection, Smokehouse, and the tender empathy she shows all her characters is still here. What’s new is how the extra space in the novel form enables the characters and their relationships to unfold authentically over time. I felt so keenly for Caro as she’s failed by the people who love her, and as she fails herself. Frogsong is about a girl’s existential unwinding and about the way she threads herself back together by following moments of presence and tiny joy. Somehow Manning makes it both grounded and realist, yet at the same time, lyrical and otherworldly. It’s a wise and compassionate novel.’ 

			Toni Jordan
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Part one

			

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Caro stands beside the waterhole, brushes her hand through willow fronds. Familiar soft weight against her skin. Leaves draping her body. In her mind’s eye, she and Danny. Arms in silt. Cupped palms. Tadpoles and frogs. His enormous grin. Hands pocketed. Spikes of memory in sun-glints on water. Ripples of emotion loosening the boundary between past and present.

			The superhero capes that his mother, Diane, made. Floating behind them as they ran across the paddock, draping their bodies as they parted reeds, searching for creatures. 

			They were still in primary school when Danny’s father, Col, had brought over the old cupboard, balanced across the wheelbarrow, and placed it where it sits, sagging and misshapen now, beneath the willow. Diane had then filled it with blankets and sketchbooks. Pencils and paint palettes. 

			‘Like your own house,’ Col had said.

			‘We’ll have a bigger one later, but this will always be the best,’ Danny said.

			

			She remembered the heat of embarrassment – Col and Diane seeing what she and Danny already knew. Where they’d been headed from the beginning. 

			Picnics beneath the willow. Vegemite-and-lettuce sandwiches. Orange cordial. Memories edged in the vague hues of watercolours. 

			Bulrushes bending in the breeze. Hands under T-shirts. Across skin. The clicking sound of invisible frogs.

			At the rush of memory, she takes off her shoes and digs her feet into silt. Remembers the day they were finally allowed to go to the waterhole without an adult. 

			‘You have to stick together,’ one of their parents had said – as though it was ever in question.

			That afternoon they’d lain under the willow, curled together, and slept. She could still feel his breath on the back of her neck, the softness of his skin. Shushing leaves. Bodies changing shape. 

			Later, the electricity of anticipation.

			The first time he’d whispered it into the space behind her ear. ‘I love you.’

			She’d turned to face him. ‘Me too.’

			‘That’s a relief. I wasn’t sure,’ he said.

			‘Really?’

			He laughed loudly. ‘Nah, I’ve always known. Destiny, baby.’ Then, ‘I love you, I love you, I love you.’ Tiny kisses over her forehead and cheeks. Breathless laughter. 

			

			Another time, under the weight of him, her elbows had dug into silt. Ice-water rush. Nostrils filled. Brackish. Sonic boom of her heart. Then his hand clasped her forearm, yanking her above the surface. Shorts and tank top sucked to flesh. Spluttered coughing. Laughter.

			‘You okay?’ he’d said.

			‘Yep.’

			In the reeds, he wiped the wet mess of hair from her face and replaced it with gentle kisses. His lips like marshmallows. The taste of passionfruit gum. She pulled him to her. Skin humming. 

			‘Fuck.’ He rolled away into the flattened reeds by the edge of the waterhole. Covered his erection with his hand, grinning.

			She scooted over and replaced his hand with hers. Took a jagged breath.

			She wishes she could go back and crawl inside those days, settle safely in the nest of him. But so much has happened since. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			The next time Caro had seen Danny after the heat of that day in the reeds, he was dressed in a dark-blue suit, cuffs turned up – four silver lines of safety pins near the bottom of each trouser leg. White shirt still with creases from the packet, a small plastic hook on the back of the collar – tiny white seahorse. 

			He was sitting in the front pew with Col. Surrounded by extended family, people she didn’t know. She’d expected to sit with him. Hold his hand. But there was no room and he didn’t turn to look for her. 

			She hovered at the church entrance with her parents, Jon and Ines. Then went to stand with Jiti and Sonya.

			‘Should we go and talk to him?’ Jiti asked.

			‘Maybe wait till after,’ Caro had said.

			The three of them stood awkwardly, and, though nobody said anything, Caro felt separate. She and Danny had been friends with them both for almost five years, since the beginning of high school, but the others hadn’t known Diane the way she had. 

			

			At this, a hollowing ache in her chest. Her body yearned towards Danny and Col, skin buzzing in disbelief at the coffin in front of them. She dipped her fingers into the dish of holy water. Flicked droplets onto her face. 

			Then her parents beside her. ‘C’mon,’ her father said.

			She followed them to a middle row. Watched the pews in front fill with strangers. Stared at the back of Danny’s head. Curls like springs pulled into a neat ponytail. A ripple of memory raised goosebumps on her arms – the taste of his mouth.

			The priest stood by the lectern and cleared his throat, waited for the congregation to settle. A jacket, matching Danny’s trousers, was hung over the end of the front pew. She imagined shrugging her arms into the sleeves and breathing in his smell. She willed him to turn. She wanted to say she’d tried to visit, wanted to offer something, but he seemed so small. Without Diane, Danny and Col were clothes without bodies.

			

			Col had made the coffin. Linseed oil rubbed into sassafras. Wood grain unique like fingerprints. Diane had shown it to Caro one time when Danny and Col were at the shops. The sun was shining through the shed door – it made a halo around Diane’s bald scalp. Glowed on the timber like a spotlight.

			‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ Danny’s mother ran her hand down the length of the box.

			Caro hadn’t known what to say. Felt relief when a cloud cloaked the sunlight, Diane’s head seeming to disappear into shadow.

			‘It’ll be alright.’ Diane had then slung her arm around Caro’s shoulder.

			On the walk back up to the house, she said, ‘You’ll look out for them, won’t you?’ 

			

			‘Always,’ Caro said. 

			‘I feel better knowing you’ll be here – I’m sorry if that makes it hard for you.’

			Caro had shaken her head and smiled. She wanted to cry.

			

			Caro felt numb. Pretended to sing the hymns. When Col got up to speak, his trembling voice was barely audible. She bit the inside of her cheek. Her mum took her hand and held it loosely. Caro couldn’t remember the last time Ines had done that. The sea roared in her head. She closed her eyes and waited for the noise to dissipate. Ran her tongue around her mouth. Metallic taste, like the time they’d licked magnets in science class. 

			When she opened her eyes, the coffin was gone, the church almost empty. She made her way to the door. Outside, the day was too bright. Caro’s father, Jon, was standing near Col, talking to a woman who had the same curly hair as Diane and Danny. Her mother passed him a tissue. Used one to dab her own eyes.

			From the steps, Caro spotted Danny in a throng. There was no clear path to him, so she waited and watched. His face hardly raised to each person who spoke to him. 

			Caro used her sleeve to wipe tears from her face. Then her mother was beside her.

			Ines blew her nose. ‘It’s for the best, love. She’s at peace now.’ 

			‘I know.’ 

			

			Later, walking into their house, she’d felt the hollow rush of Diane’s absence. The nature of her parents’ work meant she’d probably spent more of her life here than in her own home. She pressed her back to the wall. Cast her eyes down the hall for reassurance. Glimpses of rooms that seemed replaced by other versions of themselves. Gut churning, she turned to leave, but a wave of guests arrived from the funeral, and she was swept further into the house.

			The lounge pulsed with voices. Air crowded with aromas; the scent of carnations – which Diane had hated – and the smell of sausage rolls on the cusp of burning. She thought about Sunday cook-ups. Diane selecting the cuisine. Col on starters, almost always a soup. Caro and Diane on mains, and Danny and Diane on desserts. The time they’d cooked Portuguese. She and Danny had still been in primary school. Caro had asked her mother for recipes. Ines had said she didn’t have any, that she’d stopped eating her native cuisine a long time ago. That it tasted of homesickness. It was the only time her mother had ever admitted to any kind of nostalgia for Portugal.

			‘Italian food is nice,’ she’d offered. 

			So, Caro had made excuses, and Diane had brought a cookbook home from the library where she worked part-time. 

			They’d made fish soup with bacalhau. Pastéis de nata for dessert. Caro wondered how her mother could turn her back on such things, but Ines had always seemed so focused on her work at the hospital. Saving other people’s lives.

			After dinner that night, they’d sat in their usual places. Col on one armchair, Danny on the other. Caro and Diane on the sofa, under the blankets she and Danny helped make years ago, when Diane taught them to crochet. 

			Danny drew frogs while they played Scrabble. Listened to Col’s old records. 

			‘You don’t draw anymore,’ Diane said to Caro.

			Caro shrugged. ‘I’m no good.’

			‘How about calligraphy?’

			

			‘I don’t know how.’

			‘It’s another way to make words beautiful. Why don’t we give it a go?’

			

			The next week they made Chinese food and, afterwards, began to practise the looping script with the help of a book Diane had picked up at the library. Caro wished Ines wanted to do those things with her, but her mother was too busy performing surgeries or sleeping off marathon shifts.

			

			Now, in this same house, this same lounge room, Caro didn’t know where to stand, what to do with her body. The scene felt constructed. Col, sitting in his usual armchair, looked like an actor. Every now and then, he moved as if to stand, then settled deeper into the cushions, like he was trying to sink back in time to before Diane had died.

			Off and on, people spoke to Caro. Strangers hovered. There wasn’t enough room. She spotted Danny by the bookcase, bailed up by a woman who must be an aunt, in the act of turning away. She went to the laundry door, opened it, took a breath of fresh air for courage, and forced herself to go back inside. 

			The afternoon unspooled, and time slipped into itself. A pale sliver of moon hooked the navy sky. The crowd thinned as out-of-town visitors returned to their hotels or started their long drives home. Their neighbour Kev was slurring his words. His wife angled her face away from the spittle-laced platitudes he was offering to a wooden-faced Col. Caro watched it all from the kitchen bench. Savoured the cool timber against her sweaty palms. She wondered why a man like Kev, who was mostly gruff and unkind, got to hold on to his wife. 

			

			Col was crying now, silently. A Rorschach-splat on his trouser leg. Jon, who always cried when someone else did, had perched on the arm of Col’s chair. He leant in to squeeze Col’s shoulder. Tears in his own eyes.

			Between washing up and dragging trays in and out of the oven, her mother was handing around plates of party pies and sausage rolls to the stragglers, as though it was the kind of thing she usually did. Serving stupid pinwheel sandwiches filled with tuna and mayonnaise. Devilled eggs. 

			Caro still hadn’t managed to catch Danny. The guests hadn’t left him alone for a second and now he’d disappeared. His bedroom was empty. She slipped into the laundry and out the door. Strode across the paddock, barely able to keep her legs from running. Scanned the area around the waterhole, feeling a moment of relief when he wasn’t there. She didn’t know what to say to him. There’d been months to plan, but she still had no idea. 

			She flattened reeds and dipped her arms into the cold water. A wash of calm as she laid in wait for tadpoles to swim into the lair of cupped palms. Eddies pulsed gently across the skin of the waterhole. 

			She wondered how it would feel if it was Ines who had been freshly lowered into a hole in the ground – if it would feel worse, or not. Then there was a hot spike of guilt in her gut. Gratitude that her mother couldn’t hear her thoughts. 

			She’d loved the way her life had been braided to Diane’s, through looping letters and macramé plant hangers, oddly shaped baskets, the wonky whittled tadpoles that Danny and Col referred to as ‘the whales’. All of the dishes they’d made together. Diane was always keen to try things – and she was never too tired, even towards the end when she’d become tiny and concave. Caro sobbed.

			By the time she’d caught the frogling, it was dark, and she was shivering. She put the creature in her pocket. Filled the small bucket from the outdoor cupboard. Then wrung out her top and made her way carefully towards the house. At the edge of the driveway, she stopped and watched Danny through the window, sitting on his bed. Heart thick in her chest.

			She let herself in. Found her parents finishing the cleaning up. Everyone else gone.

			‘Ah, Carolina, there you are. We were about to come find you. Col’s in bed.’ Ines untied the apron at her waist and folded it neatly, placed it on the kitchen bench. ‘Here. Take that thing off.’ She waited for Caro to give her the damp top. Passed her a dry jumper, then kissed her cheek. 

			‘I think I’ll stay,’ Caro said.

			‘Good idea. I have to work tomorrow, but your dad’ll be home if you need anything.’

			They left and she emptied carnations from one vase into another. Rinsed the empty vase and filled it with water from the bucket. Dropped in a handful of waterhole silt from her skirt pocket and added the frogling. She carried it to Danny’s room.

			When she sat at the end of the bed, Danny moved towards her, put his head in her lap. She ran her fingers through his hair and stroked his cheek. Watched the frogling swim circles in the deep cylindrical vase she’d placed on his chest of drawers.

			

			In the morning Col was making toast, dragging butter from edge to edge, piling slices on top of one another. 

			‘I can do that,’ Caro offered.

			

			‘Thanks, love.’ Col continued to build his tower.

			In the background, one of Col’s early acoustic albums was playing. The quiet folksy tones of his voice still surprised her – that a person could sound one way in speech and completely another in song. It brought to mind Danny’s gentle snore, the shape of his arm hooked across her body the night before. 

			She heated milk on the stovetop and made hot chocolates, put them on the table in their usual places – a lurch in her gut for the placemat Col had laid out for Diane. Danny came in and drowned toast in honey, using the misshapen drizzler he’d made in woodwork. Then the splintering crunch of crisp toast. Wet, thick chewing. Slurping. Strange layered lyrics against the backdrop of Col’s songs. 

			Caro’s hand grazed Danny’s as they reached for a piece of toast at the same time. She heard herself swallow. The sound of Col breathing. The crackle of the turntable’s needle circling the end of the album, when it had nowhere left to go.

			When Col got up to lift the needle from the groove, to place the arm gently back into its crook, Caro noticed Diane’s rug was gone. The shape of it marked by a burred-edge rectangle of deep-yellow floorboards the colour of leatherwood honey. Danny sat twirling the drizzler. Col stood motionless in front of the turntable, then let out a small groan. Left the room. 

			Caro cleared the dishes. Started washing up while Danny traced the edges of Diane’s placemat with a finger. She wiped the bench. Wondered if he was waiting for her to leave. 

			Then he was standing close. ‘Let’s go.’ 

			She followed him out the laundry door. The path seemed changed – an obstacle course of lumpy gravel and clods of grass. She felt clumsy. Blood coursing through her head obliterating all other noise. At the edge of her sight, a memory. The shape of Diane walking up from the bottom paddock. Sunlight glinting on her heart-shaped locket. An armload of sticks and twigs. Her free hand at her brow like a visor, then waving madly. 

			She shook the vision loose, swallowed the stone of loss, and concentrated on Danny’s back. At the waterhole they lay in the speckled light that fell through willow branches. Fingers interlaced, she pressed her thumb against his wrist and felt a pulse, which might have been his or hers, might have been the beat of them both. 

			She bit the inside of her mouth to stop herself crying. Then kissed away his tears.

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Caro went back to school first. Hollowed-out chest. 

			‘I’ve let the office know you can leave early.’

			‘Thanks, Dad.’ 

			She closed the passenger door. Headed across the lawn towards A block – conversations cut short, the weight of eyes on her. Like she was a celebrity or some kind of pariah. She hurried to the safety of homeroom. Stuffed her bag in her locker, careful not to look at anyone. 

			The classroom was mostly full. She sat at her usual desk and arranged her books. Tried to tune out the whispering. Willed people not to look at her, to talk normally. 

			Then Sonya arrived and pulled her chair close. A flush of relief washed through Caro’s chest.

			‘How’s Danny?’

			Caro shrugged. ‘Not great.’ 

			She wanted Sonya to ask how she was, whether she was okay. But the room had fallen silent. 

			

			Sonya pushed her chair back, stood and cleared her throat loudly. ‘Excuse me. This conversation is between Caro and me.’ She eyeballed everyone until they started talking normally, getting their books out for class. ‘Christ, you’d think it was your mother who’d died.’ 

			Caro felt sick.

			

			When Danny returned a week later, it was much the same. The room holding its breath as he entered. Only he spoke for himself.

			‘Right, so, my mother died. It’s shit. Enough said.’

			Guys patting his back, saying, ‘Sorry, Dan.’ A card the whole class had signed, pushed onto his desk. 

			‘Thanks, everyone.’

			‘Least you missed the practice exams,’ someone said.

			‘Sorry, what?’ Danny’s face like stone. Then, almost inaudible: ‘Fair call, I s’pose.’

			He turned to talk to Jiti. Caro was surprised, the way he could make it seem like grief was a thing to be noted briefly and then forgotten, as though a mother could be replaced by absence and only remembered silently in private pockets. 

			

			She watched him closely over the weeks that followed – for the lie caught in his laughter. Fissures where his grief might be seen by others. They went to the waterhole in the afternoons, but he wasn’t interested in catching tadpoles or frogs, didn’t want to draw anything in their sketchbooks or fool around. Instead, he lay still and stared through the branches of the willow or pulled stubble from bulrushes. Barely spoke.

			She lay next to him. Branches danced in the gentle breeze. In the spaces between them, twigs and hollows, shifting shapes. It made her think about the way Diane’s limbs had become bird-like, her abdomen bloated. How she’d filled her cheeks with air and pretended to be a pufferfish. Tried to make them laugh. 

			She looked at Danny now, lying on the ground, staring at the sky. Knew he was trying to will it all untrue. 

			‘I wish …’ she began.

			‘Don’t.’ 

			He stood. Slipped at the slick edge of the waterhole. Then, ‘Fuck.’

			Squashed under his knee, a frogling. He scooped it up, dropping his hands into the water to try to restore the creature to life. Let it drift in his cupped palms. But there was no reviving it. 

			‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she said.

			He turned. Walked away. 

			She called after him as he disappeared into the trees. When it was clear he wasn’t coming back, she retrieved the lifeless thing from where it had settled in the silt and carried it home. Placed the body on a piece of paper towel on the drying rack in the laundry. 

			

			Danny didn’t return her calls. Didn’t come to school. She waited each day at the waterhole. Lay in the sun and listened hard for his footsteps. Ate all of the Girl Scout biscuits her mum had brought home from the hospital staffroom. She wondered what he was doing. Afraid to miss him, she ignored the vibrations in her body.

			She turned the frogling several times a day, and when it was fully dried out, she pressed its flattened form onto a page in the current sketchbook and secured it with superglue. Labelled its parts.

			

			

			Her dad was home from piloting a charter flight. Woke her early on Saturday morning. ‘Flatties are running.’ 

			She dressed in the half-light. Swimmers instead of underwear. Pulled on a beanie and gloves, trying not to feel like everything she did was a betrayal of Diane. In the car, Jon handed her a thermos of hot chocolate and turned the heater up. Slowed down by Danny’s driveway. Turned to her. ‘He coming?’

			Caro shook her head. ‘We had an argument.’

			‘Don’t worry, kiddo, he’ll get there.’ Her dad pressed a cassette into the tape deck and they listened to Fleetwood Mac. Sang loudly to ‘Don’t Stop’. Drove down the coast to the place they’d gone to for as long as she could remember. 

			Lights dotted the pier. Above, the creamy spread of the Milky Way provided a backdrop for the Southern Cross. They carried their camp stools and fishing gear and joined the small group of fishermen who’d beat them there. Jon baited their lines while Caro set up the stools; small esky between – a makeshift table for their thermoses and bananas. 

			Gentle slap of waves against the pylons, the splash of fish hauled from water, twisting in the air, flapping at their feet. Knives crunching through fish heads. As the sun poured glitter across the sea, they pulled fish after fish. Laughed at the ease of it. 

			They packed the car and stripped to their swimmers.

			‘First to the buoy!’ Her dad shouted. He ran into the icy water. 

			Caro followed. Cold seizing her breath, burning her skin. She dove under and worked to catch him. Settled into a rhythm. Sound of her heart in her ears.

			At the buoy, they trod water. 

			‘Thought you had me that time.’

			

			She splashed him in the face. Tried to catch her breath.

			Hot tears down her cheeks. 

			‘You okay?’

			She nodded. ‘Nope.’

			‘It’s rough with Diane, honey. Probably going to get harder before it eases.’ 

			Emotion clogged her throat. She tried to smile. 

			‘Your mum and I are here for you.’

			

			Back at home, Ines was sitting on the sofa, drinking tea. 

			Jon washed his hands and kissed his wife on the forehead. ‘How was work, love?’

			‘Fine.’

			‘That’s good.’

			‘None of my patients died, so …’

			Caro saw her dad shoot her mother a look.

			‘Oh god. Sorry, love. It still doesn’t seem real.’

			‘Fish for breakfast?’ Jon said.

			‘Sounds great.’

			Caro and her dad took the esky out back. On the chopping block beheaded, scaled and gutted their catch. Remains piled onto the compost heap, shovel of earth loaded on top. 

			When they returned to the house, Ines had showered and changed. There was a dob of butter in a pan. A lemon cut into quarters. Simple green salad on the table. Jug of water with lemon slices and mint leaves. 

			Jon filleted the fish while Caro showered. Then, when it was Jon’s turn for the bathroom, Ines and Caro gently fried the fillets in butter and lemon juice. 

			It was strange cooking with her mother, who was almost always absent at mealtimes. Caro had to bite back her words when Ines tried to tell her what to do.

			At the table they piled salad and fish onto plates. Sweet and moist, the flesh tasted faintly of the sea.

			‘It was perfect out there this morning,’ Jon said.

			‘Incredible sunrise,’ Caro added.

			‘Such a beautiful way to start the day,’ Ines said.

			Jon cleared his throat. ‘That was delicious. Thanks for cooking, love.’ He dipped his fingers in the water bowl and dried them on a napkin.

			‘Thank yourselves. Thank the fish. I didn’t do much,’ Ines said.

			Caro wondered why they were all being so polite, like they were on some idiotic American sitcom. Wished she could feel as normal with her own family as she always had with Danny’s.

			After they cleaned up, Ines pulled two video cassettes from the drawer beneath the TV. ‘Anyone for a movie?’ 

			Caro had planned to go to the waterhole, but she was tired of waiting for Danny to get over the squashed frogling. 

			Ines held up two options. ‘Breakfast at Tiffany’s or Manon des Sources?’

			‘It is breakfast time,’ Caro said.

			Jon laughed. ‘If you count the hot chocolate and bananas, that’ll be your third.’

			Caro poked her tongue out. ‘I’ve only been up for a million hours.’ She settled under blankets on the sofa. Watched Ines slip her feet onto Jon’s lap and wriggle her toes until he began to massage them.

			Five minutes later, her mother was asleep.

			‘I’ll leave you girls to it,’ Jon whispered. Left the room.

			

			Caro raised her eyebrows. Looked at Ines’s slumped body. ‘Good old quality-time,’ she said. Closed her own eyes and slept. 

			

			Caro returned to the waterhole the next day. Lay in the sun and half dozed. She was about to leave when Danny arrived. Her heart leapt in her chest as she took the sketchbook from the outdoor cupboard. ‘Can I show you something?’

			His hair fell into his eyes when he turned to look at her, and there was a shift in her gut, like the swipe of a tadpole’s tail. 

			He nodded. ‘Sure.’

			She opened the sketchbook at the last entry.

			‘What’s that?’ He moved closer. ‘Shit, that’s fucked. Why would you do that?’ He strode away.

			Words scrambled in her throat. She tried not to cry. By the time she got home she was angry. It wasn’t her fault he’d killed the thing. She hated the way he’d made her feel.

			

			A week or so later, he made the first move. It was the longest they’d gone without speaking. He leant across the aisle of the school bus. ‘Meet at the waterhole?’

			She wanted to make him suffer.

			‘I didn’t mean to,’ Danny said. 

			‘It was only science,’ she said. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			It was a month since Diane died, and Caro wanted to tell Danny how she felt hollow and sad. Wanted more than silence and tears. 

			‘It’s hard for all of us, but people grieve in their own ways,’ her father said. ‘You have to let Danny do it his way.’

			She’d wanted to scream. Nobody seemed to understand the depth of her own loss. That Diane had, in so many ways, been more of a mother to her than Ines. Of course she couldn’t say that to anyone. It wasn’t that her mother didn’t care, but the hospital was always short-staffed and her job was important. Still, it upset Caro – this need to protect Ines from the pain her absence caused. The sense that it would be selfish to ask for more.

			

			At the waterhole, she took out their sketchbooks, notepad and pencils from the cupboard under the willow. Asked Danny if he wanted to draw. He shook his head, closed his eyes. She sat by him and turned the pages of book after book. Felt a bolt of affection for the story they told.

			They’d been in primary school when they’d first taught themselves to catch tadpoles in their hands, to be quiet with one another, to lay their palms on the bottom of the waterhole and wait. Reeds pressed flat by the weight of their bodies, gumboots slicked with mud. They’d filled their buckets with sleek black creatures that looked as though they belonged on another planet.

			When Caro’s parents had given her art supplies for her tenth birthday, she’d just finished reading Diane’s copy of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. She’d written the word ‘chronicle’ in large looping letters on the front of her sketchbook and had taken it to the waterhole. Sat next to Danny, toes dug into the slimy mud, and they’d sketched with her new pencils. She’d been sure that the right supplies were all it would take, but her drawings were all lines and smudges and nothing looked like what she saw.

			‘Here.’ Danny showed her, stroke by stroke, but she couldn’t use her hand to translate onto paper the way he could.

			When it stopped being fun to try, she gave the sketchbook and pencils to Danny. Began to take a notepad to the waterhole instead. In the evenings after she’d had a bath, she’d lie on her bed, cut out her notes and glue them next to Danny’s sketches, or transcribe them around the curved edges of his images. 

			‘We should frame them,’ he’d said. ‘When we’re older, we’ll put them on the walls of our house.’

			In the earlier books, the drawings were rudimentary, her handwriting staccato. But the more recent sketchbooks made her feel choked up, the way Danny had drawn the life cycle from egg, through tadpole, frogling and then to frog. Her neat scientific explanations laid out in beautiful script.

			It was like they’d mapped themselves onto the pages. The drawings and calculations becoming more sophisticated as they charted the weather and seasons, the emergence of tadpoles from eggs – bodies thickening, morphing, shedding, growing new parts. Escaping the confines of the waterhole and yet always drawn back. 

			Now, sitting here by the waterhole, wrapped in their different grief, she tried to show him. But he said he’d look next time, which was just another way of saying no.

			She wasn’t sure how to dig beneath the skin of Danny’s grief. They were together at school, in the afternoons at the waterhole, but she felt shut out. She began to wonder if she’d imagined the heat that used to be between them. 

			Then one afternoon, he asked if he could finger her. She pulled her underpants to her knees. They kissed, and then he reached down and stabbed a single finger inside her. She gasped. It was different to the gentle ways they’d touched in the past.

			‘Does it feel good?’ 

			‘Not really.’

			He kissed her cheek. ‘Want to catch some frogs?’

			‘Sure.’ She didn’t know what to make of this strangeness between them. The easiness had skewed since Diane had got really sick. Now, she couldn’t tell how he felt, what he wanted. 

			

			The next afternoon, he asked her to lie on the blanket. ‘Want to play “hot, cold, lukewarm”?’

			‘About what?’

			‘This.’ He lifted her dress and kissed around her belly button.

			‘Oh.’ She was embarrassed and relieved. 

			

			‘I’ll stop if you say.’

			She wondered why he’d think she’d want that. 

			He ran his hands, his mouth over her stomach, breasts and legs. Traced the outlines of the birthmark on her left shin – a single finger around the orb, tongue flicking the length of its up-ticked tail. He kissed her neck, then the front of her cotton undies. As heat flooded her body, thrummed between her thighs, she kept forgetting to give a temperature. 

			‘How about this?’ He licked a finger and slid it inside her underwear. Rubbed gently. 

			Around them, the frogs were going mad, a cacophony compounded by the roar of her heartbeat. She pulled him to her and they kissed as if they might swallow one another whole. Breath ragged, heart rippling, she pressed her body hard against his. 

			When he stopped, she thought she might have done something wrong. Maybe he regretted what he’d started back up – didn’t know how to undo it. It had been so long and her body was wild with expectation.

			She leant up on her elbows, started to say his name.

			‘Wait,’ he told her. Took a condom packet from his pocket. 

			She stood and shimmied her undies down to her ankles, kicked them away. He pulled his shorts and underwear off.

			‘Lie down,’ she said.

			He smirked, lay on the blanket and rolled on the condom. She knelt beside him and kissed his eyelids, then his mouth. Then, swinging a leg across to straddle his body, she slowly eased herself onto him. Danny’s eyes closed. She moved gently, tried to concentrate on the shifting sensations, the numbness, effervescence, a pressure in her bladder, and then the shuddering rush of him inside her. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			A storm came in during the night, drummed against the corrugated-iron roof and lit the sky. Caro couldn’t sleep. Kept thinking about Diane, of moisture seeping into earth and bloating her flesh, or rinsing mud from her bones. She wished Diane had been cremated. But it wasn’t what she’d wanted. 

			Caro wondered if Diane could see them now. If she’d seen what they’d done at the waterhole. She felt horrified, then ridiculous. 

			At dawn, the sky was blanketed grey, dappled with charcoal-black clouds. The waterhole would be overflowing, stretching its limits across the land. She wanted to hunker under the willow and listen to the sounds of the water, to bleating sheep from the property above. Frogs singing. 

			Her dad knocked and poked his head around the doorway. ‘If you’re good to go in five, I’ll drop you and Danny at the bus stop.’ 

			She phoned Danny. Scrambled out of bed. Pulled on her uniform.

			

			

			They climbed out of the car at the overcrowded bus shelter, rain jackets pulled tight. Headed to the old gum down the road where the others were standing. 

			For a moment, up the hill, she thought she saw Diane disappearing into the trees. Caro turned away.

			‘Welcome to our humble abode.’ Jiti bowed at their approach and swept an arm out.

			Rain pulsed through scant branches and foliage.

			‘Might as well have walked,’ Danny said.

			‘Yep.’ Caro wiped her face. 

			Sonya was wringing out her ponytail. 

			Some of the kids near the shelter pretended to swim across the road, almost getting hit by a car rounding the corner. Most of them were standing out in the rain by then. Uniforms sucked to skin, hair dripping. Slowly, kids started to peel away. Gave up and walked home.

			It was almost half past nine when the school bus driver, Stu, pulled up in his old combi van. 

			‘Listen up, folks. The bus is cactus, and the bridge near school is flooded. So, you’ve got the day off.’

			A whoop erupted. A couple of boys waltzed in the street.

			‘Anyone want a lift home?’ 

			The group surged mob-like towards the combi.

			Stu put his hand up and shouted. 

			‘Up the hill first. I’ll come back for the rest of you.’

			He pulled the side door open. The twins from year eight shot forward with a couple of their friends. Danny and Caro clambered into the front seat. 

			When Stu dropped them off, Danny asked him to wait for a second. Went into the house. Returning with an armful of towels, he threw them onto the passenger seat.

			‘Good thinking, mate.’ Stu waved as he drove off.

			Fat, dark clouds hung low in the sky. Danny flicked the light switch as they entered the house. 

			Caro dumped her bag by the door. Hugged herself. ‘I’m freezing.’ 

			‘We could have a shower to warm up.’

			‘Are there any dry towels left?’

			‘Good point.’ He pulled her to him. Wet clothes shucked together. ‘Reckon I can warm you up.’ 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			It was six weeks since Diane died. Almost the end of year eleven. Danny’s breath in Caro’s mouth was yeasty and warm. She tried to feel comforted by the familiar taste. Tried not to worry that he was downing longnecks most days after school. Felt relieved they’d both been excused from the end-of-year exams. 

			It wasn’t like she wasn’t drinking. They all had been for months now. Friday and Saturday nights at the bungalow out the back of Jiti’s – filthy beanbags, Jiti’s dog licking its balls then the salt from their shins. They’d make bongs out of plastic Coke bottles, get wasted and eat pizzas, then family-sized blocks of chocolate.

			Sometimes on a Sunday, they’d catch a bus to Blackmans Bay. Spend the day at the beach – towels and packets of crisps, goon bags pulled from their boxes. Fruity Lexia poured into plastic cups from someone’s backpack. Other times, towels spread under the trees at the top of the cliff, all of them sitting, backs to trunks, sucking at a bong and laughing at the shapes the clouds made in the sky or some stupid joke. Tracing patterns in the dusty earth.

			

			Before she got started, Caro would head down to the beach and swim away from the shore until her lungs burnt. No matter how cold it was, she’d float for a time, then turn and wave to the others before swimming back. 

			At the shore, Danny would meet her with a towel. Wipe the water from her body and hair. Wrap her tight. 

			Then, back on the top of the cliff or up the beach, the others would laugh as she shivered, while he helped her thread her cold and clumsy limbs into clothes. Someone would say something about how cute they were together, or that they should get a room, and Danny would say, ‘Fuck that. We’re getting the whole house.’

			One afternoon they made a racetrack for ants – bridges from twigs, obstacles from mounds of dried she-oak needles. Jiti tried to drop ants onto the course, but they were so small he kept squashing them. Then Caro scooped some onto a piece of bark and shook them onto the track. But the ants kept trying to climb the sides.

			‘Stupid fuckers,’ Jiti said.

			‘Smarter than some,’ Danny said.

			Sonya laughed and sprayed wine across the lanes.

			‘What’s that s’posed ta mean?’ Jiti poked Danny in the chest.

			‘It means you’re paranoid, dude.’

			‘Yeah, good point.’ Jiti took another hit from the bong.

			‘That’ll fix it.’ Sonya laughed as Jiti lay back in the dirt.

			

			The weekend before exam study week, Jiti’s parents went away for the weekend and the usual gang scavenged wood and broken furniture for a bonfire in his backyard. It wasn’t meant to be a big night, but word had got out and more than forty kids showed up. 

			They were in the yard listening to Tracy Chapman and John Lee Hooker. Sonya was shotgunning beers with Jiti. Vagued-out on weed, Caro spotted Danny and another girl, standing close in the corner of the yard. Their silhouettes revealed in a splinter of light as the moon slid between one cluster of clouds and another. A bolt of emotion shot through her body. She groaned.

			‘You right?’ Jiti asked.

			She was staring at the space where Danny and the girl were standing.

			‘Don’t worry about that. Her mum died too.’ Jiti slung an arm around Caro’s shoulder and squeezed her to him. Handed her a can of beer. 

			Off to the side, she caught the outline of Diane at the corner of the yard – tall, broad shoulders, wild hair. Took a slug of beer and shook the image away.

			Danny returned to her later, acted like nothing had happened, and she let herself believe it hadn’t. They lay on a blanket by the fire. As he slipped his hand into hers, she pushed aside the image of him standing with the girl. Looked up at the star-shot sky and told herself she was lucky he was kind.

			When she went inside to the bathroom, Sonya followed her. 

			‘I’m only saying what I saw,’ Sonya said.

			‘Yeah, well. You’re wrong.’

			‘O … kay.’

			‘He wouldn’t. You know that.’

			Sonya sighed. ‘Just forget I said anything.’

			‘How many beers did you shotgun?’

			‘What’s that got to do with it?’ Sonya slurred.

			‘Before the Jim Beam.’

			‘I know what I saw.’

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			One night during their week off, Caro and Danny were having dinner at Col’s when Stu – the school bus driver – rocked up with his guitar. Chocolate cake fresh from his oven. 

			He set it on the table. ‘Dessert?’

			Caro and Danny tucked in while Col and Stu set themselves up to play.

			‘You should’ve been a pastry chef instead of a bus driver,’ Danny said.

			‘And you should be an artist,’ Stu said.

			‘Yeah, ’bout that – what’s the plan with the old bus?’ he asked.

			‘Not sure. Wreckers, probably.’

			‘It’d make a great art studio for the year twelves.’

			‘Now that’s an idea.’ Stu turned keys, tuning his guitar. ‘Leave that with me.’

			

			A couple of weekends later, they all met at the bottom oval of the school grounds. Caro and Danny helped their art teacher, Ms A, unpack supplies from her Mini, while Stu, Col and the tow-truck driver uncoupled the bus, set it on chocks and secured it in place by the old pine hedge.

			After, some bloke came with a clipboard and made a show of checking the bus was stable. Ticked boxes and scrawled, while they all waited. He handed the form to Ms A to sign. Then he, Col and the towie left.

			‘Quick coffee before we get started?’ Stu took a thermos from his bag. Filled four cups. ‘Sugar’s in the tin. Milk in the small bottle. Spoons if you need.’ 

			Caro stirred milk into hers. Cup warm in her hands. 

			Steam twirling in front of her face, she caught a fleeting glimpse of Diane through the trees. Told herself she’d imagined it. Remembered how proud Diane had been when Danny won the art prize. A wave of sadness pooled in her gut.

			‘Do we have a plan?’ Stu asked.

			‘I’ve made a rough drawing of the inside. We might need to tweak it though,’ Ms A said.

			‘Righto. And you, Dan my man, do you need help with the ladders?’

			‘You could help me mask up the windows.’

			Stu gulped the last of his coffee and turned his cup to tap the dregs out onto the grass. Ms A did the same with hers, then picked up a box of spray-paints. 

			‘I bought these.’ She handed the box to Danny. ‘Do your worst.’

			‘By which, you mean, do your best,’ Caro and Danny finished the sentence, quoting Ms A.

			Their teacher laughed, then said, ‘It’s the weekend. So, I’m not your teacher, I’m Tania today.’ 

			

			While Stu and Danny prepped the outside, Ms A and Caro went inside and started to measure up. Marked the planned layout in chalk on the floor. 

			Danny poked his head in. ‘No looking till I’m done. Okay?’

			Caro was about to object, but Stu cut in: ‘Deal.’

			Stu had already unbolted and removed most of the seats, but there were a few rows that still needed moving. He handed out screwdrivers and they unscrewed the fixings. Repositioned the seats according to Ms A’s plan. 

			In the background, the sound of bearings rattling in spray cans, the shoosh of paint being released.

			‘I wonder what he’s painting,’ Caro said.

			‘I’m not sure there’s enough room.’ Ms A walked between seats. ‘Yep, it’s too crowded.’ She dragged a pencil line through one row of seats on the plan. ‘Let’s try that.’

			They placed the spare row of seats by the door and moved the others.

			‘Looks good, yeah?’ Stu asked.

			‘Yep,’ Caro and Ms A agreed. 

			Then they got to work with the drill and level. Secured the seats into place and set up the trestle tables. 

			They’d been working for a couple of hours when Stu called time for lunch. 

			‘Don’t look,’ Danny ordered as they climbed off the bus. 

			They walked around the other side and sat on the grass and ate the curried-egg sandwiches Col had made. 

			Stu took a container from his bag. ‘Baked these last night.’ He refilled their cups from earlier and they dipped Stu’s shortbread biscuits into their coffees.

			When they returned to work, Caro had to control the impulse to look at what Danny had been up to. Tried to ignore the sound of paint on steel. Concentrate on the work they were doing inside the bus. 

			They set up shelving. Attached giant rolls of butcher’s paper to hangers. Clamped protective sheets on the trestle tables. Packed paints and brushes into containers and portable drawers. Placed paper of various colours into shelving and tools into boxes. Finally, they strung up tie-dyed curtains. 

			‘It looks incredible,’ Stu said.

			‘Can’t wait to see the outside,’ Ms A added. 

			‘Need any help, mate?’ Stu called to Danny from the doorway.

			‘No, thanks.’

			Ms A, Stu and Caro spilt out of the bus and went to lie on the grass where they’d had lunch. Caro’s arms were tired and sore. She smelt of sweat. She let her body sink heavily onto the ground. 

			The sun was low in the sky and they were half asleep when the exhalation of the spray cans finally stopped. 

			‘Working a bit hard here.’ Danny was next to them.

			‘You’re done?’ Stu asked.

			Danny nodded.

			‘Let’s have a look then,’ Ms A said. 

			They walked around to the other side of the bus. 

			‘Whoa!’ Stu took a step back.

			Where the bus had been was a bright-green willow, a pair of magpies perched on a branch. Cloud-stippled sky, waterhole with bulrushes, egg sacs, tadpoles and frogs. And in between the reeds, the shape of a young girl, hair hiding her face, arms immersed in water. 

			Caro felt like her chest might explode.

			

			‘Bloody hell, mate.’ Stu slapped Danny on the back. Bit his lip. ‘Geez, chokes me up a bit.’ 

			‘It’s very good, Danny. No surprise there,’ Ms A said. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			They were sitting on the back seat of the new school bus. Danny tucked his face into Caro’s neck – a quick kiss. Turned back to the others. She gazed out the window. Cleared blocks, steel sheds and tractors. Golden-hazed paddocks trimmed deep green with massive pines. From the edge of town all of it folded into harsh, blunted front yards. 

			In a strobe of sunlight, the ghost of Diane closing the latch on someone’s front gate. A memory of Diane and her walking in the early evening. Large canvas bags. Scouting yards for dead branches and grasses. Diane caught in a fence as they climbed back through. A shape emerging from the rear door of the house, calling, ‘Is someone there?’ And Caro frantically untangling Diane’s hair from barbed wire. The two of them weak from laughter. And later, when they’d got back to Diane and Col’s house, Diane dabbing Dettol on Caro’s fingers. Caro checking the bare patch on Diane’s scalp where the hair had torn away. 

			

			She squeezed her eyes tight. Tried not to think about what Sonya had said about Danny at Jiti’s party.

			The boys were obsessing, shrieky-voiced, like when they were younger. The practice game on the weekend; Stevo’s collarbone, his new longboard snapped in half when he tried to cycle to the beach with it under his arm.

			‘Like a great white bit it in two,’ Jiti said. ‘Dumb bastard can’t surf anyways.’ He lisped around his braces.

			‘Damn, you’re gorgeous, Jiti.’ Danny squeezed Jiti’s cheeks.

			Jiti groaned. ‘Fuck, mate.’

			Caro pulled her schoolbag onto her lap, obscuring Danny’s hand on her thigh. His finger along the seam of her undies. She blew steamy rings on the window. Stared at the back of Sonya’s head, felt bad that they hadn’t spoken since the party. 

			When the bus pulled up at their stop, Caro and Danny tumbled out from the back row. Past Sonya. 

			‘Thanks, Stu.’ They said in unison. 

			‘No worries.’ He winked, and the hydraulic doors hissed shut behind them.

			Caro pulled her bag onto her back, untwisting the straps so it sat flat across her shoulders, the weight of the library books inside clunking against her spine, edge to edge. She tugged the hem of her uniform down to cover her bum, like it wouldn’t just ride up again. 

			As Danny laced his fingers through hers, she felt Sonya’s gaze on her back. Felt a ripple of emotion, swept away by Danny’s thumb tracing across the skin between her wrist and thumb joint. As if he could read her mind.

			‘Don’t worry – whatever her problem is, she’ll come round.’

			They walked together to the start of Danny’s driveway. He stopped.

			

			‘Come over at six, yeah?’ he said.

			‘You’re really cooking?’

			‘It’s your birthday.’

			His shoes scuffed the gravel. Dust rose in wafts, obscuring the bottom of his legs so it looked like he was floating up the drive.

			

			She walked the extra couple of minutes to her family’s property. The house was devoid of life. Her father working, this time taking a group of rich people to some place remote and exclusive. Her mother at the hospital. 

			Caro peeled out of her school clothes. Dropped everything into the laundry basket. 

			The shower was pins and needles on her skin. She closed her eyes and waited for pain to become comfort. Then studied the lines on her palm and tried to see what the future held. 

			Before she left for Danny’s, she took the notes Sonya had been passing her since Jiti’s party and tucked them, together with the birthday card from her parents, under the kindling at the back of the wood fire. Felt relieved that there were only four days left until the summer holidays.

			

			She arrived as Col was leaving. He wished her happy birthday. It had been more than two months since the funeral. It frightened her, the way Col looked skeletal, like Diane had near the end. 

			‘Drink?’ Danny took a cask of white wine from the fridge and bled two glasses from it. 

			‘Cheers!’ They tapped their glasses together and drank.

			It felt like they were rehearsing for later, when they had a place of their own. 

			Danny had cooked pasta with Amatriciana sauce. He sprinkled parmesan over their bowls and then ground pepper until Caro said, ‘Stop.’

			‘This is so good.’

			‘It is, isn’t it?’ Danny was grinning.

			‘Are you sure you made it?’

			‘Ouch.’

			‘Sorry, but …’

			‘Yeah, fair call. It’s been a while.’

			After dinner he led her to the sofa. ‘I made you something.’

			For a moment she thought he’d made her a cake, the way Diane always had. Heaviness in her chest. Then he took a small cloth bag from his pocket. Inside, miniature black balls in linked spheres of silicone, like a cluster of tadpole eggs. She turned it in her fingers. Unclasped her necklace and threaded the charm on. Touched it gently.

			‘It’s perfect.’ 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			In January, Danny got his driver’s licence. He borrowed Col’s old touring van for the weekend. Took the mattress from the spare room and threw it in the back with his duvet and pillows.

			‘You sure your dad will be okay?’

			‘Yeah.’ Then he shook his head. ‘Actually, nah. But what can we do?’

			‘The low-key Christmas was a bad idea, wasn’t it?’

			‘Mum would’ve hated it.’

			They packed clothes and food. Drove up the coast, playing cassettes from one of Col’s old bands. Sang loudly. 

			They followed a gravel forestry road a couple of hours north until it narrowed to a dirt track barely wide enough for the van. Foliage and bracken scraped against the paintwork.

			Danny stopped.

			‘Back up?’ Caro said.

			‘Nah. Dad won’t care.’ He edged on, and as he followed the turn of the track a clearing opened, revealing glimpses of the sea through scrubby bush. 

			‘Race you.’

			They flung their doors open and took off. By the water’s edge they ripped out of their clothes and thundered into the water. Dived under. The shock of it nearly lifted Caro from her body. Then Danny emerged, put his arms around her and held her close. A confusion of heat and cold. They dried off back at the van, had slow, warming sex on the mattress, then dozed for a while. 

			Before it got dark, they got a fire going. Caro made damper dough, wound it around sticks and rotated it over the coals while Danny cooked the chicken kebabs they’d brought from home. When the food was ready, they squirted BBQ sauce and mayonnaise into the hollowed damper rolls and stuffed them with chicken, then settled in their camp chairs to eat, staring at the flames. 

			‘Reckon our kids’ll love this,’ Danny said.

			‘How many again?’

			‘Three, at least. Nah, four.’

			Caro felt content, warmed by the fire, soothed by the repetitive wash of the sea, the aroma of woodsmoke. The comforting weight of his words settled in her gut. Soft-focused gaze broken only by occasional rustling in the undergrowth and the sharp noise of Danny ripping the ring-pull on another can of beer. 

			She was thinking, despite it all, that it would be hard to imagine a better life, when Danny brought out a bag of marshmallows and handed her a long toasting stick. They grinned like idiots, the warm sugary goo coating their teeth and gums as they sacrificed the burnt ones to the flame gods. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			Caro made up with Sonya, and the four of them partied hard over the rest of the summer. Made a pact to ease off for their final year of school. 

			‘Plenty of time for it later,’ Jiti said. 

			And they’d all raised their cans and said, ‘Cheers!’

			Not long after, Jiti discovered his uncle’s stash of mushies. They bought a kettle for the bungalow. Drank mushroom tea along with their beer and weed. For a while, they were more colourful and beautiful than ever.

			Three or four nights a week they slept at the bungalow, tumbled and spooned together. One night they got high and French-kissed and ran their hands over one another’s bodies. Caro felt weird about it the next day, but no-one said anything, and she wondered if she’d imagined it. 

			Then, just before year twelve started, Sonya and Jiti both took apprenticeships further out of town. Danny argued with them. Said they should finish school first. Said they’d regret it later.

			

			‘You just don’t want us to leave you,’ Sonya joked.

			Danny shrugged. ‘Is that such a bad thing?’

			‘Come on, mate. It’s only work. We’ll still hang out,’ Jiti said.

			‘Yeah, course,’ Danny said.

			

			The week before term started, Danny turned eighteen. Col bought him a burnt-orange box on wheels. Wrapped it in a bow that said Love Mum and Dad. Cried as he took photos of Danny standing next to it. 

			The Corolla was freedom. They drove the half hour into town and told themselves it wasn’t far. Went to Blackmans Bay, round the back roads past Longley, all the way to the peak of Kunanyi.

			One afternoon, they drove to the Waterworks picnic grounds in the foothills of the mountain. Arrived as summer rain came down in torrents. Danny drove into the small car park and yanked on the handbrake. They scrambled into the back seat. Arch-backed, Caro dug a hole in the vinyl roof with her toes. They noticed it after, as they lay in a post-fucking stupor. The sound of rain beating down on them, windows steamed so that it felt almost as though the rest of the world had disappeared.

			‘Shit!’ Danny stuck his fingers in the rip, tried to pull the ragged edges of upholstery back together.

			‘Fuck, sorry,’ she said.

			He laughed, squeezed her thigh. ‘I’ll patch it tomorrow. Dad’s got some electrical tape.’

			Back in her parents’ driveway, he leant across to run his hand up her leg, slid a finger into her underpants. She dropped back into the seat while he made small circles. She closed her eyes, blood pulsing like floodwater through her veins. 

			

			

			Classes started and it was like the breathing space of that summer had never happened. Danny folded back into himself. She wasn’t sure if it was worse because Sonya and Jiti had left. It was like Diane’s death was fresh again. 

			Almost from the beginning, he was skipping classes. Turning up stoned, and drawing monstrous pictures. Graphic depictions of hybrid frogs, spewing entrails. She could hardly look at them. 

			In year nine, they’d boycotted biology classes. While the rest of the students sliced open frogs, Caro and Danny sat in the library and told each other jokes, pretended to read the biology text that detailed the anatomy of amphibians, as though they didn’t already know it by heart. 

			She wanted to dig a way back to that Danny. To who he was before.

			

			On weekends, Jiti would invite the old gang around and the four of them tried to recreate the past. They were taking their cues from Danny, making allowances for his grief, but it was hard to read him. Hard to reconcile how he was now with the way he’d been over the summer. 

			Jiti and Sonya wanted to talk about their new lives. Danny only wanted to reminisce. Got angry when talk moved to a future that was different from the ones they’d imagined over the years. 

			After a while, Sonya stopped coming. ‘It’s just not fun anymore,’ she said. 

			‘I know, but …’

			‘Look, I’m really sorry his mum died, but he needs to move on.’

			‘He just needs time.’

			‘I don’t know, Caro. How long can you put up with that for?’ 

			‘Fuck, Sonya. It’s only been six months.’

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			It was second term already and there was a science test later in the week. Caro sat on the floor, textbooks spread about her. Danny was curled up on his bed, cradling a photo album. Eyes closed, as though he could absorb the images through his skin. 

			‘Study with me?’ she said.

			‘Nup.’

			‘Want to talk?’

			‘Nup.’

			Since Jiti gave him a key to the bungalow at the end of first term, said he could use the place whenever he needed, she’d been finding him there after school. Slumped in a beanbag, listening to music, trying to smooth the edges of his grief with weed, mushies, booze. 

			

			‘Sorry to do this to you, love, but I wanted to have a chat about Danny.’ Col’s voice sounded strange on the phone.

			‘Right. Okay, sure.’

			

			‘It’s just that I’ve had a few calls from the school, and I’m wondering if there’s anything I should know. I’m not asking you to break confidences, but I’m worried about him.’ 

			‘I’m not sure what to do. He doesn’t want to talk.’

			‘They think he should see the school counsellor.’

			‘He won’t.’

			‘Yeah, I know.’

			

			To begin with, the school cut him a lot of slack. But by the end of second term, he’d been suspended twice. Skirted the edges of expulsion – somehow talked his way out of it, or Col had. Danny used Diane’s death to his advantage, which Caro thought was wrong, but also right and fair. On weekends he painted grotesque frogs on the school walls. He might as well have signed his name to them.

			When she tried to talk to him, he said he was fine. Or that he was sad – and didn’t he have a right? That it was okay for her because she still had a mother. As though her love for Diane had meant nothing. As though Diane hadn’t been like a mother to her too. 

			She bit back tears. Didn’t tell him she kept seeing Diane: across the paddock by the waterhole, in the shadows along the edge of the road – curly hair blown by the wind, the tilt of her head beckoning as though she wanted Caro to follow her. She wondered if it was her brain’s way of keeping Diane alive when Danny wouldn’t talk about her. She didn’t want to admit she wasn’t sure if Diane was really there. Whether she’d come to comfort her. To tell her something about Danny.

			Sometimes, she worried she was losing her mind. She couldn’t talk to Sonya and Jiti the way she could Danny. He’d always been her best friend and now she couldn’t talk to him.

			

			

			The year spooled out. Caro trying to concentrate on her studies. Shifting between doing her best to ignore Danny’s behaviour and wondering how to help him. 

			By October, when the anniversary of Diane’s death rolled around, Danny was crying whenever they were alone together. He held it together in front of Col through the dinner they’d made to celebrate Diane’s life. Kept his cool as Col, tears slipping down his face, hung Diane’s macramé magpie on a hook above the table. 

			In private though, a quiet leaking kind of pain, which he refused to talk about. She wanted to fix him, to excavate his grief. She worried about him. Worried about her exams. About what would come next.

			They’d spent so many years talking about moving away to uni together that she couldn’t imagine doing it without him. She’d been telling herself he only needed time to grieve. Now she wasn’t sure. Didn’t want to think about it. 

			Brain tired, limbs clumsy, she would close her books and curl her body around his. Absorb the small tremors of his grief, the slow breath of sleep. It was all she could think to do. She hoped it was enough. 

			

			They were sitting in the lounge after dinner, waiting for the Sunday-night movie to start.

			‘Not long till you’re done now,’ Col said.

			‘Two weeks till exams,’ Caro replied.

			‘Oof, that soon?’

			‘It’ll be fine,’ Danny said.

			Col nodded slowly, looked at Caro and winced.

			‘Be good to get out of here. No offence, Dad.’

			

			‘Nah, I get it, mate.’

			‘Mind if I have a beer?’ Danny added. ‘Ease the stress and all.’

			‘Go ahead.’

			By midway through the movie, Col was asleep and Danny was on his third can. Caro stared at the screen and tried to work out where their story might go from here. Scrolled back to the early years – the two of them lying by the waterhole, watching tadpoles become frogs. Both their voices high-pitched. Dimples and baby teeth. Their arms and legs twig-like. Mimicking the plinking movement of water shifted by long swishy tails. Throaty croaks as the creatures they obsessed over moved to land, tiny limb-sprouts long gone. Elbowed hind legs and delicate forelegs. The finest of toes. 

			When they were little, her parents had called Caro and Danny ‘the twins’. She’d never thought of Danny as a brother. She knew the smell of his skin, the pulse of his heartbeat, the shape of his limbs. For as long as she could remember, she’d wondered what their kids would look like – whether they’d get Danny’s curls, her birthmark.

			She looked at Danny now, slumped on the sofa, chest barely rising and falling. She imagined him breathing through his skin. An image then of Diane, grey-skinned, rigid, her body empty. Caro breathed down a surge of nausea. Tried to tell herself she knew where she and Danny were headed now. 

			She let her mind slip back to an earlier conversation, by the waterhole.

			‘I can’t wait till it’s just the two of us. Our own place.’ Danny had tucked stray hair behind her ear. 

			‘I don’t even care what it’s like,’ Caro said.

			‘Won’t matter. Long as it’s ours.’

			‘We’ll meet at the uni bar after class. Go to bands.’

			

			‘I’ll make tarte tatin before exams, so our brains can ride the sugar high.’ Danny had grinned.

			‘You will not.’

			‘I might.’

			‘I’ll quiz you before your bio tests.’

			They’d lain back on the earth beneath the willow and dozed.

			

			When final marks came in, she watched Danny pretend not to mind, pretend not to be surprised.

			‘I was thinking about a gap year.’ He looked away.

			Breath sucked from her lungs. Then a sharp pain in her chest – implosion of all of their plans. She went to the toilet, retched until there was only bile. Sat on the cold tiles and cried quietly. 

			

			Jiti’s dad, Ted, offered Danny a job in his bricklaying business – swung by every morning to pick him up and then brought him home again in the afternoons, covered in mortar. 

			‘Building blocks, baby,’ Danny had quipped.

			His voice had risen at the end. Revealed the edges of the lie. But within weeks, he seemed better. Happier. His lanky frame began to widen. Sometimes he’d get Caro to lay straight, stiffen her body, and he’d try to bench press her until she folded or his arms shook and the two of them got the giggles and collapsed in a heap. 

			They were fucking every day then. He’d call her when he finished work and she’d join him in the shower before Col got home.

			They’d do it all over the house – on the dining table, over the kitchen bench, in the hall. 

			‘When you said you wanted to touch me everywhere,’ she said, ‘I thought you meant everywhere on me.’ 

			

			One afternoon as he washed her back, she said, ‘I’m going to miss this.’ 

			‘What do you mean?’ he said.

			‘When uni starts.’

			‘We’re still moving out, aren’t we? I mean … You’re not getting rid of me that easily.’

			‘Of course.’ She felt foolish for doubting it. Grateful that he was too tired to get wasted.

			

			They were catching their breath in Danny’s living room, his jeans still around his ankles, his dick scrunched back up into itself.

			‘Reckon Dad’s room’s the only place we haven’t done it.’

			‘No way,’ Caro said.

			‘Fuck off – as if I’d want to do that. Sometimes you’re so gross.’ 

			Caro pushed his dick gently, tried to tie his pubes around it.

			‘You’re weird,’ he said.

			She went to the bathroom and cleaned herself up, then came back and squatted over him, undies in her hand, and waited for his dick to grow again.

			They were part way through when they heard the crunch of tyres on gravel.

			‘Shit, fuck.’ Caro got off him.

			They’d just made it back to his room when they heard Col close the front door. Caro wiped herself with one of Danny’s T-shirts, pulled her dress down and went out to the lounge.

			‘Hi, Col. How was work?’

			‘Not bad.’

			‘Want a hot chocolate?’

			‘Thanks.’ Col was standing at the dining table. He flicked through the first few pages of the newspaper, then bent over, about to pick something up. He stopped and looked up at her. Face crimson.

			‘Just going to get changed.’ He left the room.

			On the floor where he’d been standing, Caro’s undies were scrunched in a ball. Mortified, she stuffed them into the pocket of her dress. Went back to making the hot drinks.

			

			‘Do you think we’ll still like each other when we’re forty?’

			‘I hope so, yeah.’

			‘I don’t mean love.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘I’m not worried about that.’

			They were lying on a vast slab of stone at Blackmans Bay. Small waves licking stone.

			They’d gone for a swim earlier and the sun was drawing the moisture from her skin, leaving a prickly salt residue. 

			A seagull flew over and shat on her back.

			‘Fuck!’

			Danny laughed as she plunged into the water. He was still laughing when she clambered out.

			‘Thanks.’

			‘It’s meant to be good luck.’

			‘Good luck that it wasn’t you?’

			‘Yeah. Maybe. There’s still some crap on your back. C’mon.’ He held out his hand.

			They waited for a wave to rush in. Jumped into the icy froth of the blowhole, then Danny rubbed her back and they climbed out. Laid close together on their towels, the firm contours of his abs tight against her back. Wind blowing across goose-pimpled skin.

			

			‘I think we’ll still like each other,’ Danny said.

			‘Unless you become an arsehole. Hang on, unless you become more of an arsehole.’

			Danny rolled away and clutched his chest. Feigned a heart attack. She poked him in the ribs. Shrieked and begged for mercy as he tickled her. 

			When he stopped, she whispered, ‘Arsehole.’

			‘Bitch.’ He sniggered and pulled her close so their bodies were seamless. 
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Part two

			

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 12

			They moved into a small flat by the river. Cardboard boxes turned into bedside tables, a futon sofa. Spare linen and kitchen supplies from their families; a second-hand bed and Col’s old television. A coffee table Jon had made in high school. It was just as she’d imagined it. Almost didn’t seem real. 

			Caro unpacked glasses and pots into kitchen cupboards while Danny unloaded the last of the boxes from Col’s van, heard an unfamiliar voice. From the kitchen window: Danny at the fence. She wandered out to join him. Met Angelo under the branches of a lemon tree that was growing on his side but hung over theirs. Angelo produced a bottle and poured her a small glass. Topped up his and Danny’s.

			‘Welcome.’ He lifted the glass to his lips and drank.

			‘Thank you.’

			A dog barked, then whined. 

			‘Okay, okay.’ Angelo bent out of view, then held the dog up. Its tail thumped against the timber fence. ‘This is Derek.’

			

			‘Hi, Derek.’ Caro let the dog sniff her hand, lick her forearm. She laughed. Sipped her drink. ‘Wow.’

			‘You like?’

			‘It’s delicious.’

			‘I make it from here.’ Angelo gestured to the lemon tree. He winked. ‘Secret is to piss on the tree. Me and Derek. Don’t tell.’

			That evening they walked down to the jetty and Angelo introduced them to his friends. One of them handed Danny a rod and Caro patted Derek. For a time, they stood with the old men as dusk drew a curtain across the sky.

			Back at the flat, they ate ham rolls and fell into bed, exhausted.

			‘How about those old blokes, hey?’ Danny said.

			‘Mmm.’

			‘I think we’re going to like it here.’

			They fell asleep, her head on his chest.

			

			She’d enrolled in an Arts degree. Would study literature, sociology and psychology at the Sandy Bay campus.

			‘There are lots of interesting science courses,’ Ines had said. ‘Plenty of jobs in law or business.’ 

			‘Really?’

			‘I’m only thinking of your future.’ Ines smiled.

			Diane would have been thrilled with her choice. Would have loved discussing the books she’d be studying. Caro tried to ignore her mother’s negativity. Concentrated instead on getting the flat organised, turning it into a place that might come to feel like home. 

			

			Those early days in the flat, Danny would open the curtains in the morning and they’d lie in bed watching the sky. Identifying clouds – his favourite were cumulus. Hers, cirrus – thin, wispy tails, like brushstrokes; she liked that the sky was visible between and through. 

			And she liked the comfort, the warmth of their bed. Danny’s skin. The fact of the two of them in this place of their own. Neither of them wanted to get up. To lift the blanket of happiness. 

			One morning, at the end of the first week, he took a letter from his bag. Handed it to her. 

			She picked sleep out of her eyes. Sat up and read – an offer for fine arts. ‘What? When?’

			He laughed.

			She put the letter on the bedside table. Kissed him. ‘I’m so, so happy for you.’

			Fingertips down his spine. Top to bottom, she traced the lines of each rib, ran her hands down to his arse. Pulled him closer. 

			After, they dozed. Then she got up and made four cheese toasties, carried them back to bed.

			‘You are a goddess,’ he said.

			‘Don’t you forget it.’

			She tore the crusts from her toasties. Passed them to him. When the plate was empty, he asked if she wanted more.

			‘Sex or toasties?’

			‘Either. Both.’ He raised his eyebrows.

			‘Toast now. Sex later,’ she said.

			‘Done.’

			He climbed out of bed and she watched his naked shape move away. 

			‘Actually, sex now,’ she called.

			He turned and came back. Leapt onto the bed, and they began again.

			

			

			Later that day: ‘What about work? Have you told Ted?’

			‘Yep. He was good about it. Said he’ll give me a couple of mornings a week. The scholarship’s great, but it won’t be enough to pay the bills on this old place.’

			They grinned at each other. Rolled together and lingered in bed. Long, slow sex. Sleep. More sex.

			‘I’m so happy for you.’

			‘I’m happy for us.’

			His body tucked around hers, he kissed the back of her head, pulled her closer. Cocooned, she drifted. The volatility of the last year seemed far behind them.

			

			Uni started and Danny headed to the campus by the docks. Came home dirtier than when he worked on the building sites. Joked that he was turning his blank canvas into a collage. She liked the lightness of it, the way he made fun of what he was doing. The way he’d applied without telling anyone – except Ms A. Acted like it was no big deal when the offer came through.

			Some days, after he left, she’d sit at the kitchen bench and let the warmth from a fresh cup of hot chocolate seep into her hands. It made her think of Diane – how she’d taught Caro to make the drink with grated chocolate on top, the way they’d sat sometimes in front of the television, hands cupped around the pale-pink mugs Caro had given her one Mothers’ Day. The hours Diane spent hunched on the floor, threading the crooked-edged carpet for the lounge. How Caro, Col and Danny had sniggered at its crudeness, the holes Diane hadn’t seemed to notice. The way Col had taken it into his bedroom when Diane had died, so that it could be at the beginning and end of each of his days. 

			Then she would wonder if Danny was really okay now.

			

			

			They fell into a routine. Went to the supermarket on the weekend and trawled the aisles, stacking and removing things from a trolley, negotiating as they worked out what they could afford. Plain condoms in favour of real butter. They baulked at the home-brand baked beans. Compromised on toilet paper. 

			They cooked simple, cheap food. Pot noodles, pasta, toasties. Ate together on the sofa. Some nights, while they watched TV, Danny would have Caro sit in front of him on the floor and he’d massage her shoulders or braid her hair. 

			She found a job at a bakery close to uni. Worked two afternoon shifts and every second Saturday. Danny worked Mondays and Tuesdays. Early starts. Afternoon lectures. Slowly, they learnt to adult.

			On the weekends Caro didn’t work Saturday, they drove the forty minutes back down the coast. Caught up with Jiti at the bungalow, where they ate pizzas, drank and watched old movies – tried to recreate the past. Sometimes Sonya joined them, but she rarely stayed long. One day, the four of them piled into the Corolla, drove to Blackmans Bay and lay on the beach, but something had shifted and it felt too much like trying. 

			When her parents were available on the weekends, she and Danny had brunch with them – at her mother’s suggestion, always staying the night with Col, who Ines insisted must be lonely. Caro knew her mother was trying to be kind, but, like always, it made her feel unwanted. Burdensome. 

			When they first started going back, Col would catch her when Danny was out of the room. Check if Danny was okay. Sigh with relief when she said he was.

			

			She wanted to immerse herself in this new life. Take it as salve for the hard year before, but she felt like the only person who didn’t know anyone in her classes. English Lit in a massive auditorium, the squat lecturer up front bellowing about Shakespeare. Caro wrote furiously while others whispered and passed notes. 

			A few weeks in, at the end of a sociology lecture, the girl in the next seat turned to her. 

			‘I’m Georgia. From Burnie.’

			‘Hi, Georgia from Burnie, I’m Caro.’ Her face flushed with heat. She packed her notebook into her bag. 

			‘Lunch or library?’ Georgia asked.

			‘Sorry?’ 

			‘Okay, this is awkward. Truth is, I’m both starving and lonely.’ Georgia shrugged.

			Caro laughed as she understood the question. ‘Lunch, then library.’

			As they walked across campus to the refectory, Caro tried to ignore the quiver of nerves in her gut. She almost had to skip to keep up with Georgia, whose legs were so much longer than hers.

			Georgia tucked masses of long, dark hair behind her ears. Used her foot to press the pedestrian button at the lights. Turned to Caro.

			‘I don’t know anyone here. Makes me feel like such a loser,’ Georgia said.

			‘Yeah, I thought some of my school friends would come, but no,’ Caro agreed.

			At the refectory, they piled salad and meats onto their plates. Paid. Then Caro followed Georgia to a table by the window. Watched Georgia roll slices of mortadella. Eat them like sausages. 

			‘So, tell me about you, Caro from—?’

			Caro usually hated the pressure of close scrutiny, but the sun had drawn lines of bright light over the table, running a thread between the two of them. She smiled. Said she grew up down south. Her parents were kind but probably should have stuck with just having jobs instead of a child. Said she was sure she’d been an accident, but it was okay – it wasn’t like they didn’t love her. Said she lived with her boyfriend, who used to be her best friend.

			When she came up for air: ‘Shit. That was a lot. How about you?’

			Georgia was grinning. ‘Except for the “down south” part and the boyfriend, let’s go with ditto.’ Georgia reached across the table and squeezed Caro’s arm. ‘I think we’re going to be best friends, Caro from down south.’ Then: ‘Are you going to eat that last piece of mortadella?’

			Caro pushed her plate towards her lanky companion. 

			On the walk to the library, Georgia looped an arm through Caro’s. The nervous energy in her gut settled, replaced by a rush of gratitude at having been chosen. 

			‘It’s strange, isn’t it?’ Georgia then said, leaning in conspiratorially. ‘Having to make new friends. I don’t think I’ve done that since I started high school.’

			

			Danny prised baked-bean toasties from the jaffle iron and slid them onto plates, handed one to Caro.

			‘Thanks for cooking.’

			‘You know me, babe – gourmet all the way.’

			‘I made a friend,’ she said.

			‘Nice.’

			‘How about you? How was your day?’

			‘I made art.’ He grinned. ‘Who needs friends?’

			Danny’s jeans and T-shirt were covered in paints and tints, adhesives. He smelt faintly of sweat.

			

			When night rolled in, they went out to the backyard and lay on the concrete. Watched the sky. Danny drew pictures in the stars, connected one dot to another. She had her head on his shoulder, squinted up the length of his arm, following his pointer finger as he sketched the two of them into the darkness.

			‘We’re special – you know that, don’t you?’

			She’d believed it. They both had.

			

			The year unfurled, spilt across seasons. In winter they huddled by the heater. Filled hot water bottles. Pulled the duvet from the bed and lay together on the sofa watching movies and snoozing. Caro relaxed into the new equilibrium. She’d stopped watching Danny for signs of damage. 

			Second semester began and both of their courses became more demanding. Extra contact hours. More assignments. They picked up extra shifts at work to pay their parents back for the bond, tried to save for the travelling they’d always planned to do after uni. Some weeks they rarely saw one another. Arrived and left at different times. 

			It started to grate on her – his washing in the laundry, dishes on the bench. He’d do it eventually, but she hated living in the mess. Reminded herself she shouldn’t expect him to bend to her rules. Told herself it would change next year when they’d have more choice over their timetables. They just needed to ride it out. 

			One night she arrived home first, washed the dirty dishes, cleaned up the kitchen and cooked pasta. Her body was twitchy. She needed to swim.

			‘Thank god, I’m starving.’ He threw his bag on the floor and dished himself a bowl of pesto spaghetti. Shovelled food into his mouth. Left the bowl in the lounge and went to shower.

			

			‘Thanks, babe. That was delicious. Why don’t I tidy up?’ Caro said to the empty room.

			She tried to ignore what felt like an unreasonable disparity in their contributions. Made excuses about the physicality of his work. She went to the river and dove into the icy water. Swam until she could barely lift her arms, but the simmering anger remained.

			

			Another night, he reached for her in bed and she rolled away.

			‘What’s wrong?’

			‘I’m tired, Danny.’

			‘Bet I can make you feel better.’

			‘I’d feel better if you helped out around here.’

			‘Oh, for fuck’s sake.’ He rolled away. Was snoring within minutes.

			

			The next night Danny brought flowers. ‘Miss you.’

			‘You hungry?’

			‘Always.’

			She dished him a bowl of leftover pasta and they sat together on the sofa. Tension in her chest like that time with the frogling. She wasn’t sure what to do with her body. 

			‘Thanks for the flowers,’ she said.

			‘I stole them from a yard up the road.’

			‘Thought that counts.’

			‘Want to watch a movie?’

			‘Sure.’

			He slid a copy of St Elmo’s Fire into the video player and they settled back on the sofa. Her legs across his lap. 

			‘It’s good to have some time together,’ Danny said.

			Her chest softened. 

			

			‘You eating that?’ He nodded at her bowl.

			She held it out and he shovelled her leftover pasta into his mouth.

			‘Do you think we’ll start scheduling sex, like old people?’ she asked.

			‘Do old people have sex?’ he said between mouthfuls.

			‘I don’t know. I really hope not.’

			They smiled at each other and she told herself they were okay – that they would be. But a kernel of unease was lodged in her gut.

			

			It was the week before mid-semester break. Danny wanted her to come to a barbeque at the Art School. She’d just got home from a double shift at the bakery. Had submitted an assignment in the early hours of the morning. 

			She peeled off her windcheater. ‘I’ll come next time.’ 

			Danny gave her the hangdog look. ‘We won’t stay long.’ 

			‘Fine.’ She changed into black jeans, a torn black T-shirt. He’d only met Georgia a couple of times. She hadn’t met any of his classmates. Decided to make an effort.

			

			The sandstone courtyard was decorated with sculptures, the back wall covered in ivy. Lanterns cast shadowy mood-lighting about the throng of students. Half-shaved heads, abundant facial piercings, brightly coloured hair. It was a different crowd to the Sandy Bay campus where almost everyone wore moleskins or denim. Blundstones or R.M. Williams boots. 

			Danny handed her a beer. Then someone called to him and he turned from her, was swallowed into a group of students. She stood awkwardly to the edge and watched him hold court. Waited patiently for a break in the conversation, for him to remember she was there and introduce her.

			Eventually, she retreated to the bar, sat on a stool by one of the outdoor heaters and watched. She was on her second beer when a guy came over, sat on the stool next to her. Nodded towards Danny.

			‘Yeah, good luck with that one. I’ve had a crack. Most of the girls have. Still, couldn’t hurt to try.’ 

			He clinked his glass against hers and headed back into the throng. She wasn’t sure whether to be heartened or appalled. 

			She crossed her legs and tried to seem nonchalant, pretend she was fine, but she was tired. Couldn’t be bothered to make an effort with people she didn’t know. She’d only come because Danny had insisted. 

			Against her better judgement, she wanted to test how long it would take him to look for her. Her irritation escalated as more time passed without him turning to check on her. She thought about leaving, decided to have another beer first. Told herself she was being needy. By the time she’d downed her third pot she was feeling fuzzy, and the sharp edges of anger had begun to ease.

			‘There you are.’

			He put his arm around her and she let herself be drawn into the group, as though he’d only left her for moments. 

			

			The next morning, they were halfway up the mountain when she had to vomit. Danny pulled over. A bright-orange splat, almost beautiful against the unseasonal white–blue snowdrift that edged the narrow switchbacked road. She scooped snow into her mouth, let the cool slide down her throat and ease the burn of bile.

			‘Turn back?’

			

			‘Maybe just drive slower?’

			Danny flicked open the glovebox and pulled out a half-eaten packet of peppermint Life Savers. Handed them to her.

			‘How old?’ 

			‘Who knows?’

			She popped one in her mouth, pressed another between Danny’s lips, then wound her window down and turned the heating on full.

			He put the car in gear and eased away from the shoulder. His hands firm and deliberate on the steering wheel, slowly navigating each hairpin bend. It took them another twenty minutes to get to the peak.

			He pulled into a marked bay behind the lookout. Reached into the back seat and handed her a beanie and jacket. She put them on. 

			She wanted to say something about the way he’d ignored her the night before. That she’d felt abandoned. But, now, it seemed childish. The idea of complaining made her feel petty and pathetic. Small.

			She let him take her hand, and, fingers laced, they walked across the bitumen car park. Passed the tall glass-walled building where a bus-load of tourists, bodies pressed to the windows, were taking photographs of the view. 

			‘They might as well see it on TV,’ Danny said.

			He walked ahead of her, down the sloping pathway to the open-air lookout. She took her time, ran a hand down the railing. When she got to the end, he stepped back so she could tuck her body between his and the balustrade. Wrapped his arms around her, chin resting on her head. 

			Before them the blue snake of the river that wound up towards Glenorchy, then down to the Channel, was framed by deep-green hills and suburb-trimmed banks. They huddled, windswept. Then he tucked his coat around her, kissed the top of her head. 

			‘We’re good, yeah?’ he asked.

			She turned, breathed in the familiar smell of his skin, kissed his neck. ‘Yep.’ 

			Ice-cold fingers inside her pockets. She turned back and pressed herself close against him. Cocooned by his solid warmth, placated by the sweeping view – the stretch of river – her body loosened and she let go of the night before. 

			Later, she would remember moments like this – the threads that kept her bound to him. To the version of their life together that she’d been imagining since childhood. 

			

			Danny had agreed to a few days down the coast. She was looking forward to it, simple time spent together, but two days before they were due to leave, he said he couldn’t go. 

			‘Sorry. Ted needs a hand with a job on Bruny.’ 

			‘How long?’

			‘Hard to say.’

			‘Right.’

			‘Ted has had to reschedule the job so I can take time off for the exhibition. I couldn’t say no. Sorry.’

			She thought about going away by herself, but the point had been to reconnect, to untie the threads of doubt that had taken root in her gut.

			Instead, she waved him off. Covered extra shifts at the bakery and spent evenings on the sofa eating leftover rolls and pastries. Went fishing with Jon. Swam. One Sunday she went on a pub crawl with Georgia and a bunch of friends Georgia had managed to gather from her various classes. After the last pub, Caro held Georgia’s ponytail while she vomited into a gutter. Then they’d picked up a pizza on the way back to Georgia’s. Sat in her bed and ate. 

			‘I’m sorry I spewed on your shoes,’ Georgia said. 

			‘No biggie.’ 

			‘I’m still your best friend though, right?’ 

			Caro laughed. Turned to find Georgia asleep with half a slice of pizza on her chest. Knew she’d eat it for breakfast the following day. 

			

			In the morning, she caught the bus home to their empty flat. Swam. A lone person in a freezing river. She’d been pushing herself each day to swim further, stay in longer. Adrift in the space between sensation and numbness, she floated, stared up at the sky and swallowed her feelings. Wondered how long was too long to not feel your limbs. How long she could remain before hypothermia would come looking for her. She counted her breaths until she could feel every pore in her skin – until the cold was in her bone marrow, her body clumsy. Then she counted some more. She was trying to find a pocket where she might secrete or somehow metabolise her discontent. 

			When she had counted more breaths than the last time, and the riverbed beckoned her, she forced herself to move. Stroked and kicked until she sensed the drag of the waves at the shore. Transitioned from grainy sand to stone. Every time she didn’t lose herself to the water, she vowed next time to go further. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 13

			In the weeks after mid-semester break, Danny’s preparations for the exhibition ramped up. He took time off work. Got up early every day. Dressed in the dark while Caro stretched her body under the covers, tried to go back to sleep. Then, at night, he’d come home long after she’d gone to bed.

			During these days, it felt almost like she lived alone. But there was an energy in Danny that she hadn’t seen in a long time. 

			She went to classes, worked, drank at the uni bar with Georgia and a bunch of other people from sociology class. She wondered what they thought of her, if she seemed weird to them.

			She’d finally finished the assignment on Keats: two thousand words analysing beauty, suffering and mortality in ‘Ode to a Nightingale’. She stood and rolled out her neck, clasped her hands behind her back to stretch her shoulders. Her eyes stung. She couldn’t imagine when she might read for pleasure again. 

			She put the assignment in a plastic sleeve and packed it into her bag. Her stomach rumbled. Danny should be home already. In the morning he’d kissed her before leaving, promised to bring pizza for dinner. It had felt like a peace offering, though they hadn’t fought about anything.

			She tugged the curtain open. The streetlights cast pools of yellow on the footpath across the road, spilt in half-moons onto the bitumen. She listened hard for the Corolla – heard only the faint hum of the streetlight, the early tumbling of possums on the move. 

			She turned the taps in the shower. Stood in front of the mirror as it fogged, watched herself disappear as she undressed. 

			The air was all steam. Scalding water eased the tension from her neck. She soaped her body, squeezed the muscles in her limbs, wrapped her arms about her torso. After, she pulled on a clean pair of Danny’s pyjamas. Padded into the kitchen and drowned the quiet with Tracy Chapman. 

			The sourdough she’d brought home from her last shift at the bakery was a rock; Danny’s loaf of soft, white supermarket bread mostly blue. She threw both in the bin, shut the lid against wafting mould spores. 

			She was singing loudly to ‘Fast Car’ when the door suddenly opened. She screamed.

			‘It’s me.’ Danny dumped the pizza box on the bench. Grabbed her shoulders and pulled her to him.

			‘You scared me,’ she breathed.

			He put a hand to her chest. ‘No shit.’

			She tried to laugh. Made a shrill, awkward sound. 

			‘Sorry, babe.’ He pulled her close again. Kissed the top of her head. ‘Sofa?’

			‘Yep.’

			He carried the pizza into the lounge. 

			

			‘Thirsty?’ 

			‘Yep.’

			She brought a cask of wine from the fridge. Danny was perched on the edge of the sofa, legs jiggling. He was already stuffing a slice of pizza into his mouth. 

			She poured wine. He gulped his – held the glass out for a refill. 

			‘Cheers,’ he said.

			‘You seem happy.’

			‘I’m with you, babe.’

			She laughed.

			He raised his eyebrows. He was paint spattered. Clothes, hair, skin flecked with dark tones. 

			‘So, tell me about the exhibition.’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Penance for scaring me.’

			‘I’m an artiste, daaarling.’ Danny wove a hand in the air. 

			‘Right.’

			He picked the hardened dregs of cheese from the cardboard box. 

			‘Well ordered,’ Caro said.

			‘I do my best.’

			‘I’d take your worst,’ she said, with no idea what it would come to mean.

			He grinned and the weightlessness of his happiness buoyed her. She kissed him.

			

			The lecture theatre heater was blasting cold air. Caro pulled a cardigan out of her bag and did the buttons up to the top. She had pins and needles in her left foot. She reached down to unhook her leg.

			‘You okay?’ Georgia whispered.

			

			‘Yep.’ She massaged life back into her calf muscle until the stabby feeling dissipated. 

			They were only halfway through the double lecture on Marx. Georgia feigned stabbing herself in the stomach with a pen. Stifled a yawn. Sketched a quick picture of a glass of beer and slid her notebook towards Caro. Caro drew a second next to it, added extra froth to the top of each and slid the book back to Georgia.

			

			It was one of those crisp late-spring days. They sat outside, under the half-arsed shade of the only umbrella that still opened. Most of its ribs were mangled, but it offered some respite from the brightness of the sun. They talked about nothing and everything, and by their third pots, they’d scoffed a bowl of hot chips and decided to skip Lit in the afternoon. 

			‘I’ll borrow the notes from Eli,’ Georgia said.

			‘Again?’

			‘He’s got a crush on me.’

			‘Is that a good thing?’

			‘We’re at the bar, aren’t we?’

			By the time the others straggled in, Caro and Georgia were drunk. The courtyard was packed. Eli sandwiched himself into a tiny space between Georgia and the wall. Handed her a photocopy of his notes. Passed another copy to Caro.

			Caro felt her cheeks flush. ‘Umm.’

			‘I’m not an idiot,’ Eli offered.

			‘Beer?’

			He nodded.

			‘Me too,’ Georgia said. 

			It was packed inside the bar. Air infused with the smell of beer-soaked, vaguely mouldy carpet and sweaty bodies. She stood in line. Let her body be jostled. A cool trickle of liquid down her back as someone spilt their drink.

			‘Sorry.’ A tall guy with hair like Danny’s grinned at her.

			She smiled back. ‘All good.’ She turned and ordered.

			When she returned to the table, Eli and Georgia were deep in conversation. Caro put the drinks down and wondered what to do. There was nowhere to sit, almost no room to stand. 

			Suddenly, she wanted to be home. She waited for a break in the conversation, for Georgia to look at her. In the end she put her hand in front of Georgia’s face and waved until Georgia looked up. Caro mouthed: Have fun. Georgia maintained eye contact with Caro, put her hand on Eli’s thigh and grinned. 

			

			The flat was empty. She’d hoped Danny would be home. She’d wanted to curl up on the sofa and watch shit TV and fall asleep with her head in his lap or resting on his chest. She wanted him to braid her hair.

			She made pot noodles, then sat on the sofa with a tumbler of cask wine. Watched Rage, a blanket over her legs. She stroked the furry cushion her mother had given her and wondered if they should get a cat. But she didn’t really like cats, and it would probably only engage with her on its own terms. A dog would be better. She didn’t have time or money for a dog. 

			She resisted the temptation to catch the bus to the fine arts campus. Instead, pulled on pyjamas, got into bed and hugged a pillow as the room spun.

			

			In the morning, Danny’s side of the bed was still empty. A wave of nausea. She rolled onto her side and breathed slowly. She expected to find him on the sofa. When he wasn’t there, felt the wash of worry, stab of anger. 

			She rang in sick, tried not to think about her bank balance as she told her boss it was probably food poisoning. He was kind and she felt guilty about it.

			By mid-morning, body restless and stomach rumbling, she got up. Ate six pieces of toast slathered in butter and peanut butter. She thought about going back to bed. Instead, pulled on trackpants and one of Danny’s old T-shirts and cleaned the flat. She dropped clothes into the washing machine – caught the scent of paint and sweat. As anger buzzed through her body, she argued with herself. Reminded herself it was good he was motivated. But still felt peripheral. 

			She lay on the sofa and talked to Georgia on the phone for ages. When Georgia had to hang up to go to work, Caro made herself get up. Dug her swimsuit out of the laundry basket. Dragged the straps over her shoulders and tied her hair in a ponytail. Knew the cold water would make her feel properly alive. 

			She wrapped her dressing-gown around her, pulled on ugg boots. Stopped at the sofa and watched the wind whip the surface of the river. Made up her mind. 

			The jetty was empty but for a couple of seagulls perched on posts – fattened ruffled feathers. Caro picked her way around to the point. Stripped down to her swimsuit and left her things in a pile on the rocks. When a surge rushed in, she dove into the foam. Skin on fire. Heart hammering. The taste of salt. She swam away from the shore. Limbs heavy with cold. Staccato breath. Laid on her back and let the water hold her – half above, half beneath its skin. She fought the urge to swim back, get out. Stared at the stupid blue sky.

			

			

			When he came home in the afternoon, she was in bed again. She wanted to say how she felt, but she couldn’t find words that wouldn’t sound accusatory, whiny, needy. He mashed his mouth against hers, pulled her body close.

			‘Sorry about last night. I got on a roll.’ He grinned. ‘Worked right through.’

			He buried his head under her hair and kissed her neck. ‘Mmm, you smell good. Salty.’

			They moved together in the usual ways, but she felt disconnected from her body. Performative. After, he fell asleep and she lay in their bed, outside his orbit.

			

			In the week before the exhibition, Danny was wired. He worked through or came home late and paced the flat. He couldn’t stay still. She tried to get him to relax, to come to bed.

			‘Soon,’ he’d promise.

			Later, she’d half wake in the pitch-dark as he pulled back the covers, her body rolling slightly towards the dip he’d made in the mattress. 

			In the mornings she’d find him on the sofa. 

			‘Couldn’t sleep.’ He jiggled his legs. Pulled himself up. Cleaned his teeth. Picked up his keys.

			‘You sure you should drive?’

			He got into the Corolla, stuck a hand out the window to wave and disappeared.

			

			On the days she didn’t have morning classes, she took a mug of hot chocolate and walked down to the jetty. 

			‘Bella.’ Angelo beckoned her quietly. Small fish in the bottom of his bucket. Some days, squid. When the bucket was empty he would shrug and say ‘nutha day’. Or point her towards one of the other men who’d had more luck.

			She’d sit on Angelo’s spare camp stool, take the blanket he offered and wind it around her and Derek. Bury her hands in the dog’s fur. Stare across the river. 

			One morning as she sipped her drink: ‘The river is very cold. Not good to spend too long.’ He looked at her and smiled.

			She nodded. ‘I know.’ 

			

			In the evenings, when the flat was empty and she couldn’t stand to be there alone, she’d talk to Georgia, then try to read. Her mind would return to Angelo’s caution, but she couldn’t ignore the pull of the water. She would walk to the point. Step into the river’s icy embrace, resolved not to count. She would swim hard until she could barely pull breath, then float on her back, trying to map the constellations Jon had taught her. 

			Upriver, the jetty, like bones of a beast rising, was dotted in torchlight orbs. Later, when she walked back towards the flat, she would stop and let the fishermen show her their catch. Let Angelo know she was okay.

			Danny’s absence aside, there was comfort in the routine of those days. Bookended by fishermen. Derek. Dawn and dusk. Camp stool and buckets. Tackle boxes. Icy water. It reminded her of fishing with her dad. 

			

			One afternoon, Angelo called to her from his yard. Gave her a bag of lemons and some eggs. ‘Too much for one old man.’

			‘Thank you.’

			Then, ‘Daniel. He’s a good boy, but is lucky to have you.’ 

			Caro wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry. ‘Thanks, Angelo.’

			

			

			The night before the exhibition opening, she and Danny had a meal at one of the pubs by the docks. Sat side by side in a booth, legs pressed together. 

			Caro ate more crumbed scallops than seemed reasonable – was nursing her stomach in the car, wishing she’d hadn’t cleared her plate. She almost groaned when Danny parked outside the fine arts faculty.

			‘Forget something?’

			He opened his door. 

			‘I’ll wait here,’ she said. 

			‘No. I want to show you.’

			He led her down an alley alongside the building. Stopped at a large, steel door.

			‘Are we allowed in here?’

			‘I have a key.’

			They moved through shadowy rooms, Danny guiding the way.

			‘We’re not meant to be here, are we?’

			‘Shh.’

			Danny’s series was in a small room on the top floor. He shone his torch on a vast canvas. Traced the line of light around the room, illuminating works of diminishing size. He handed her the torch and sat on the floor in the middle of the room. 

			‘Start with the big one.’

			She stood to the side of the first piece. A charcoal wash. She wasn’t sure what to make of it, then noticed a faint outline of something within the dark. She stepped back and hovered light over the canvas. 

			‘Oh.’ Her heart lifted. 

			Blurred, flattened tadpoles emerged from the murk, faintly visible. She looked at them from various angles. The sound of Danny’s breath, her heartbeat in her ears. Next, a frogling, almost obscured by reeds, its limb buds somehow obscene, like staring too long at someone else’s wound. She put a hand to her chest, was reminded of those early days by the waterhole when her breasts were beginning to swell – painful, small protuberances against her T-shirt. 

			She moved slowly from one artwork to the next, savouring the emotional tide of metamorphosis unfolding. 

			The last work was tiny. A frog fully formed, so perfectly drawn that it looked like the creature was perched on the canvas. Caro knelt in front of Danny, took his face in her hands. 

			‘It’s perfect.’

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 14

			Col picked Caro up on opening night. He was wearing one of his old gig suits and a skinny pale-pink tie. Caro wished Georgia had been able to get the night off work. Without her, she hadn’t been sure what to wear. Danny said it didn’t matter.

			She’d changed three times. Eventually decided on a dark-blue dress her mother had bought, back when she thought Caro might go to the school formal in something other than a denim skirt and Blundstones. 

			‘You look nice,’ Col said.

			‘Same.’

			‘Feel like someone else.’

			‘Me too.’

			They laughed as they got into Col’s car and adjusted their clothes.

			‘Right. Let’s go,’ he said. 

			

			It had been a while since she’d seen Col, and she felt bad about it. She’d worried he was lonely. But Col was animated. Told her the band had got back together for some gigs. Found a new lead singer named Annie. They were playing a regular Sunday afternoon at Stoppy’s. Trying some new songs.

			‘That’s great,’ she said.

			‘Have you seen it already?’ Col asked.

			‘Yeah, I have.’

			‘And—?’

			‘It’s really good, Col.’

			He smiled. Thumped the dashboard. ‘I knew it.’

			

			Danny was standing in the middle of the room, arms pinned to his sides. 

			‘How are you feeling?’ Col asked.

			‘Like everyone’s looking at my insides.’

			Col laughed, then quietened. ‘Yeah, that sounds fair.’

			‘Big crowd.’ Caro shifted from one foot to the other and back. Regretted the heels.

			‘Yeah.’ 

			Danny sounded weary. She figured he must be nervous, though he’d said he wouldn’t be.

			Col cleared his throat. ‘So, how does this work? Do you want to show me, or should I look for myself?’

			‘It shouldn’t need explanation.’

			‘Okay.’ Col shot Caro a look.

			Caro stood by Danny as Col moved slowly about the room. Stepped back from the first, the largest of the works. He stood there for a long time. Then moved in to read the label. Repeated the process around the room, each time waiting for a clear view. 

			‘Okay?’ she asked Danny.

			

			‘Nope.’

			‘It’s superb.’ She squeezed his arm. 

			He grimaced. Pulled away.

			At the final piece, Col stood close. Face centimetres from the painting. Then took a step back slightly. Stood there for so long a small crowd banked up behind him. 

			Caro turned to say something to Danny, but he was facing the other way, watching strangers move in and out of the room.

			Then Col, glassy-eyed, put an arm around Danny’s shoulders. ‘Oh, mate!’

			‘You should look at the other exhibits,’ Danny said. A group of people were milling nearby, waiting to speak to him.

			‘Okay. We’ll meet you back here.’

			

			Col stopped her by the entrance to the next room. ‘I didn’t think it would be so good.’ He winced. ‘That’s bad, isn’t it?’

			She laughed softly.

			‘He doesn’t seem happy.’ Col cast a look back towards the room where Danny’s work was hung.

			‘Probably just nervous.’ 

			Col hooked his arm through hers and they wandered together through the other five rooms on the top floor. Stopped at a monstrous sculpture of a head sprouting multiple penises. 

			‘Well, that’s something,’ Col whispered.

			‘Yep.’

			They chuckled.

			The walls of the last room were adorned with several watercolours. From first to last, the works traversed the hues of blue through to green. The artist had called it: 

			

			
			snow, 

			sky, 

			sea, 

			forest

			

			When they got back to Danny’s exhibit, he was walking around with a couple, answering questions about each work.

			‘It’s brave though, isn’t it?’ the young guy said.

			‘Sorry?’

			‘Painting tadpoles and frogs.’

			Danny stopped. ‘How so?’ 

			‘Oh my god, babe – it’s about metamorphosis, you idiot,’ the girl said.

			‘Sure, okay.’

			Danny’s face tightened.

			‘I really like it,’ the girl said.

			‘Yeah, it’s great.’

			‘Do you think we should leave him to it?’ Col asked.

			‘Yeah.’

			Col called quietly to Danny. ‘Meet you at Shippies when you’re done?’

			He nodded.

			

			Caro was onto her second beer and they’d demolished two bowls of chips by the time her parents joined them. 

			‘Sorry we couldn’t get there earlier. It was fantastic, though, wasn’t it?’ Ines said.

			‘I thought so,’ Col said. 

			‘I might be biased, but I really did think Danny’s was the standout,’ Jon said. 

			

			‘Definitely. Also, I wasn’t sure about the penis one,’ Ines said. ‘But then, I see more than I need to at work.’

			‘Yuck,’ Caro said.

			Ines laughed. 

			‘Di would have been so proud,’ Col said quietly.

			Ines touched his forearm. ‘Oh, Col.’

			Jon bought a round of drinks and they toasted Danny and Diane, talked more about the exhibition, about life, the weather, until their glasses were empty.

			‘It’s getting quite late. Do you think he’s coming?’ Ines asked.

			‘He can’t leave until all the guests do,’ Caro said.

			‘Gonna have to leave the car,’ Col said.

			‘I’ll drive you home, Col,’ Jon said. ‘Long as you don’t mind us dropping Ines back at the hospital first.’

			‘I wish Diane could have seen it.’

			Jon squeezed Col’s shoulder.

			‘I’m really sorry, Col,’ Ines said. ‘She would have loved it.’

			The edges of the room were fuzzy. Caro’s limbs felt loose and bendy. They downed their drinks. Ordered burgers. Waited. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 15

			The weekend after the exhibition, they went to Col’s. Toasted marshmallows over a fire in the yard and had a small ceremony for Diane. 

			‘Two years.’ Col kept saying it like he was trying to convince himself. As if repetition of the unthinkable could make it untrue. 

			Caro and Col cried. Danny hardly spoke. Drank himself into oblivion. Rolled a joint and lit it.

			‘Danny!’

			‘Really, Dad?’

			Col sighed. ‘Fair enough.’

			When they left in the morning, she felt excavated and raw. She wondered if these memorials would ever bring peace or comfort. Wondered how many times the sharp pain of grief could be revived. Then remembered Col’s gratitude for them being there. 

			

			In the weeks that followed, Danny was home a lot. She’d arrive to him lying on the sofa, a row of longnecks on the coffee table. Ashtrays, lighters and rollies. Dried-out pot noodles. Unease vibrated in her limbs. She’d go for a swim. Return to find him unmoved.

			‘What’s the story with your classes?’ she asked eventually.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘You’re here so much.’

			‘Thinking time.’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘I need to decide what to paint next. Or – I might do something else.’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Sculpture, performance art.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘What about your frogs?’

			‘Time for something different.’ His voice soft. Unconvincing.

			

			‘There are five types of truth, you know?’ Danny was sitting on the sofa packing a bong.

			‘Right.’ 

			He lit up and sucked hard. Eyes closed, he reached out to pass it to her.

			‘Nah.’

			He made room on the sofa. ‘You sure?’

			‘Work.’ She waved her bus pass.

			‘Shit. You want a lift?’

			‘Yeah—’ She looked at the bong. ‘I don’t think so.’

			‘There are people who have it in for me.’

			‘What are you talking about?’

			‘At uni. That bloke at the bottle shop. People here and there.’

			‘Are you okay?’

			

			He got up and rehung a portrait to face the wall. ‘That’s better.’

			She was pretty sure he was messing with her.

			

			They’d had lunch with Col. At the petrol station after, ran into Jiti and Sonya, who’d met up earlier in the day.

			Caro tried to remember when they’d last been together. Felt weird about seeing Sonya. 

			‘What’s happening tonight?’ Danny asked.

			‘Dunno,’ Jiti said.

			‘Hanging out with my folks, I guess,’ Sonya said.

			‘Come to ours,’ Danny said.

			

			Caro put a platter of nibbles together. She was adding slices of salami when they arrived.

			Jiti shoved a couple of salami slices into his mouth. She punched his arm and he opened his mouth to show her the mushed meat.

			She laughed. ‘Gross.’

			‘This is such a great place.’ Jiti wandered around the flat, picking things up, putting them back down.

			Sonya at the window. ‘Still swimming?’

			‘Yep.’ 

			‘Nice.’

			They fell into memories. Beers. 

			Comforted. It was hard to believe she’d thought she was ready to leave this in the past. 

			Night shrouded the sky, and Caro lit candles. Topped up the platter with more French onion dip and crackers. Then Jiti took shrooms from his pack, and Caro felt like an idiot when she was the only one who wasn’t keen. 

			

			Sonya and Caro were sitting on cushions on the floor. The guys on the sofa. Jiti kept putting his feet in Sonya’s lap. 

			She pushed them aside. ‘Yeah. Nah.’ Poked her tongue out.

			So he rested them instead on Caro’s shoulders. The weight of them comforting, she closed her eyes. Half dozed while Sonya talked about her upcoming move to Sydney. Half listened to the guys.

			‘Nobody realises that some people expend tremendous energy merely to be normal.’ She opened her eyes to see Danny twirling a joint in the air like a fire stick.

			‘Tremendous. Fuck “tremendous”. Ha, that’s fucking gold, mate. Absolutely fucking tree-mend-douse!’ Jiti sank back into the sofa and chuckled to himself.

			‘Seriously, Jiti, you should open yourself to the gentle indifference of the world.’

			‘Fuck, mate. Uni’s making you smart.’ Jiti drawled the words. 

			‘Some of us always were.’

			A spike of embarrassment in Caro’s gut.

			

			The next day. Danny making coffee. ‘They didn’t even know it was Camus.’

			‘When did you become such a prick?’

			He shrugged. 

			She wasn’t sure who he was trying to make himself into. Whether she even liked him. 

			She wondered how many times Danny had been to uni or work since the exhibition, what he was doing with his days.

			

			They were sitting in the lounge eating pasta. Danny had been in bed when she got home, and she’d had to wash dishes so she could cook. She’d breathed deeply, tried to quell her anger.

			He demolished his food. Stretched his legs along the sofa. ‘That was great. Thanks.’

			‘Are you thinking of quitting?’ she asked. 

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Uni.’

			‘No. Why?’ 

			‘I don’t know. You don’t seem to go anymore.’ She tried to make her voice sound even.

			‘I told you. I’m in the thinking stage. Anyway, this part of the semester’s more relaxed. We’re practically done for the year.’

			She wanted to laugh, but could tell he wasn’t joking.

			‘Don’t worry, babe.’ It was becoming a mantra. It didn’t help.

			She needed to be away from him. She put her bathers on and wrapped her dressing-gown tight. Walked down to the point. Half aware of her surroundings, lights across the bay – vast dark sky – she saw the canvas of their life stretch out in front of her. The details she’d been sure of now fading away. Danny increasingly vague. The tedium of his constant philosophising.

			As she floated offshore, she reminded herself how good it had been in the early days at the flat. Told herself she only needed to convince him to clean up a bit – that he’d turn himself around. Then she let herself think briefly about what it would feel like to leave him. 

			Dived under, heart in freefall, plummeting towards the riverbed. She pulled herself to the surface, swam until the only thing in her head was the thunder of her heartbeat. 

			

			End-of-year exams were looming. She tried to ignore Danny’s laziness. She wanted to tell him to sort his shit out, but it wasn’t the right time for ultimatums or conflict. She needed to concentrate on her studies. 

			In any case, he was an adult. It wasn’t for her to manage his life. His timetable was often in flux. His course was so different to hers. She knew that. She also knew he was meant to be studying art history, that his exams would be soon too. She considered talking to Col, but Danny would hate her for it. 

			She’d got up early. Pushed Danny’s dishes to the side and made pizza dough the way they had with Diane. Left it on the bench to proof. Got her books out to study. Both dining and coffee tables were covered in Danny’s crap. The Corolla’s petrol tank was empty. She didn’t have enough money to fill it up. 

			She wanted to gather up his stuff and throw it onto the bed on top of him. Instead, she dumped it on the floor next to the sofa. Set herself up at the dining table.

			When Danny finally emerged, he put the kettle on and made her a cup of tea. ‘Hungry?’

			‘Yeah.’

			He delivered cheese toasties. Sat opposite her. 

			She pushed her studies aside. ‘Thanks.’

			‘I live to serve,’ he quipped.

			She almost spat out her tea. ‘When’s your first exam?’ She tried to sound casual. 

			‘Dunno.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Come on, Caro. Let’s just be nice to each other.’

			‘Am I not being nice?’

			‘You’re not my mother.’

			She looked at the mess they were living in. Wanted to say she felt like his mother. But … Diane. 

			

			‘Do you think you should talk to someone?’

			‘About what?’

			‘I don’t know. I’m worried about you.’

			‘You’re being uptight. We’re not all to-do lists and routines. Seriously, uni has pulled you right up your own arse.’ He pushed his chair back. Grabbed a joint from the coffee table, lit it.

			‘Really?’

			‘Fuck you, Caro.’ 

			He blew smoke at the ceiling. Took another toke. She hated him. Hated herself for putting up with his bullshit. 

			She packed her books and papers into her backpack. Took the bus to the uni library and tried to study. Seething. She could think only about what she should have said to him. About leaving.

			

			When she got back in the afternoon, he’d cleaned up. She went into the kitchen, took the pizza dough out of its bowl. She imagined Danny’s face when she punched it down. 

			She was spreading tomato passata when he came into the kitchen.

			‘You know I love you, right?’ He lifted her hair from the back of her neck and blew warm breath across her skin. 

			‘Is that code for “sorry”, or are you just hungry?’

			‘How about both?’

			‘Uh-huh.’ 

			She let him pull her back against him, rested her head into the scoop between his chest and shoulder and expelled a long sigh. Let the anger simmer down her arms, drip out her fingertips.

			‘I’ll go to uni next week. Promise.’

			

			Jiti’s dad, Ted, called round the following week. He brushed the dirt from his work clothes. Insisted on leaving his steel-cap boots at the door. Caro led him to the lounge, where Danny was slumped on the sofa, out of it. Caro listened from the kitchen.

			‘Thought you were coming back to work.’ 

			‘Just need to chill for a bit,’ Danny said.

			‘I get it, mate, but do ya reckon you might have chilled enough already?’

			Caro stood perfectly still in the silence that followed.

			‘Right, well, guess that’s my answer. You take care of yourself, mate.’

			Then Ted was in the kitchen.

			‘You alright, love?’

			‘Yeah, I am.’

			She stood in the doorway and waved as he walked down the drive. 

			Then, ‘I might not be.’ It came out in a whisper. 

			

			Danny was on the sofa.

			‘I think I can breathe through my skin,’ he said.

			‘What are you talking about?’

			‘Like a frog. You know. Subcutaneous.’ He dragged his fingernails down his forearms.

			‘Stop fucking around.’

			‘It’s possible, you know?’ He relit the bong and took a toke. Breathed out slowly. ‘Actually, anything is.’

			‘Jesus!’ She turned to leave the room. 

			‘Do you hate me?’ He started to laugh. 

			She shook her head, grabbed the keys to the Corolla. ‘I don’t even know you.’ 

			She slammed the door. Drove to Georgia’s. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 16

			When Caro arrived at the pub after her last exam, Danny was sitting in a booth. A girl holding his upturned hand. Tracing her fingers over it.

			Caro stood at the end of the table.

			‘Hey, babe – this is Bri. She can read palms.’

			‘Right.’

			The girl looked up at Caro. ‘Want me to do yours?’

			‘Yeah, no thanks.’ 

			The outline of the girl’s nipples were visible through her transparent shirt. 

			Caro went to the bar and ordered a beer. When she got back the girl was still sitting next to Danny, so she slid into the other side of the booth. 

			‘What, no drinks for us?’ Danny did his hangdog expression. 

			Caro sipped her drink. Noticed the girl’s arm pressed against Danny’s. Her gut dropped. A roll of nausea up her throat.

			She skolled the rest of her beer, picked up her bag and walked out.

			She was almost at the bus stop when Danny caught up.

			‘Hey!’ He grabbed her by the shoulder and she spun around to face him, pushed him away.

			‘You’re such a prick.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Oh, come on, Danny.’ 

			‘Nothing’s happened.’

			‘Yet?’

			‘Been thinking about that time at Jiti’s bungalow. You seemed up for it that night.’ He smirked.

			‘I was wasted.’

			‘I could check her out for us. It wouldn’t mean anything.’

			‘Jesus!’

			She walked away. He followed.

			‘I won’t do anything if you’re not cool with it.’

			‘But you want to, Danny.’

			He shrugged.

			‘You’re an arsehole.’

			The bus came and she turned to him. ‘Don’t you dare get on.’

			As the driver pulled away, she didn’t look back. 

			

			He got home twenty minutes after her and came into the bedroom. ‘Do you really hate me?’

			‘Fuck off, Danny.’

			‘Come on, Caro. You know I love you.’

			‘Just leave me alone.’

			

			In the morning, he was on the sofa. Woke as she walked past to go to the kitchen.

			

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

			She went to the bathroom and turned the shower on. Locked the door. 

			He tried the handle, then yelled from the other side, ‘I should have talked to you. Asked. I just thought it might be fun. For both of us.’ 

			In the steam, she sat on the floor and cried until the hot water turned cold and Danny had given up trying the door handle.

			

			She went to Georgia’s. 

			‘I don’t know what to do.’

			‘What do you want to do?’

			‘I really don’t know.’ 

			‘Does he make you happy?’

			‘No. Yes. Sometimes. He used to.’

			Georgia handed her another tissue.

			She stayed a week. Danny kept calling. Caro listened as Georgia told him that Caro didn’t want to talk to him. Her chest felt caved in. Her eyes and nose were swollen and sore from so much crying. She was grateful that classes were finished for the year. She couldn’t go to work.

			Friday night, Georgia brought pizza and beer home and they sat on the sofa and watched Dirty Dancing. 

			‘Have you decided what you’re going to do?’ 

			‘What can I do?’

			‘You can say no to his bullshit idea of a relationship.’

			‘Then what?’

			‘Again, I have to ask – does he actually make you happy?’

			She still didn’t want to think about it.

			

			

			The next night, Danny turned up and knocked until Georgia opened the door. 

			‘Nice to see you again,’ Danny said. 

			‘She doesn’t want you here, Danny.’

			‘I just need to talk to her.’

			‘It’s okay, Georgia.’ Caro stepped into the cold night.

			‘I’m here if you need me,’ Georgia said. 

			Caro closed the front door. 

			‘I know I fucked up.’ Danny reached for her.

			She backed away, folded her arms. ‘Don’t.’ 

			‘I’m really sorry.’

			‘Course you are.’

			‘You know I love you.’

			‘Do you though?’ 

			‘Come on, I always have. You know that.’

			Her voice shook. ‘You used to be so kind.’

			‘I’m still me.’

			‘I want that to be true, Danny. But I’m just not sure anymore.’ 

			‘Please don’t say that. We can work it out. I’ll get my shit sorted. I promise.’ 

			‘When? How?’

			‘Come home with me and we’ll make a plan together.’ 

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘I just want you to be happy, Caro.’ He stepped towards her and she let him wrap his arms around her. His breath in her hair. ‘I don’t want to lose you.’

			Her resolve softened and she let her body relax against his. 

			

			They sat in the Corolla and talked. Made plans and promises. Time together. Sharing of chores. Danny agreed to be more reliable, to ease up on the party drugs and booze. Caro said she’d think about them experimenting with other people. She wasn’t sure any of it would work, but she couldn’t help wanting to try. 

			She agreed to go home tomorrow. Let herself back into Georgia’s as he drove away. A thin vein of hope winding through her chest.

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 17

			When she got home, the flat was clean. Reassured, she reminded herself not to count on it lasting. Knew Danny had a skill for redeeming himself in short bursts. 

			He made eggs and toast and they sat at the kitchen bench and ate together. 

			‘Thank you for coming home,’ he said.

			‘Thanks for breakfast.’

			The sex was gentle but urgent. After, Caro felt washed clean. Exhausted. 

			

			She woke later to an empty bed, stab of adrenaline. Found Danny was in the lounge folding washing. ‘It’s like me not painting frogs anymore.’

			‘What?’

			‘Seeing other people. You know – being a bit freer.’

			‘I loved your frogs.’

			‘Yeah, but they were meant to be about change.’

			

			A defensive ripple through her gut. ‘We moved. We’re going to uni. Is that not change?’ She gestured at their flat. ‘I thought this was what you wanted.’

			‘Yeah, but we’re not ten anymore. Things change. People change.’

			Her stomach clenched. The taste of bile in her mouth. ‘We talked about this last night, Danny. You can’t decide things for us. You have to ask.’

			He reached for her hand. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

			

			He made tacos, opened a long neck. They settled on the sofa with blankets. A sandalwood candle Danny had bought her cast flickering shadows on the wall, bathed the room in the familiar scent of the bush. Transported her back to their early weeks in the flat. The easiness of it was soothing. She felt hopeful.

			Danny emptied the last of the bottle into her glass. He grinned at her, and she felt both shy and ridiculously desirable. 

			She stood and removed her clothes slowly, while he watched. She kissed his face, worked down his chest, kissed his thighs. They moved to the bedroom and he stripped. They changed positions. It felt good to move out of their usual routine – the same starting position, the same finish. 

			After, they lay in a sweaty heap.

			‘That was so good.’ 

			He settled his body around hers. The heat of his chest against her back, she waited for him to go to sleep, but there was still energy in his limbs – the twitchiness of a body alert. 

			She was on the cusp of sleep when he pulled his jeans and T-shirt back on and left the room.

			In the morning, he was in bed when she got up. The Scotch bottle was on the coffee table, cap off, almost empty. The reassurance of the night before fell away.

			While Danny slept, she cleaned up last night’s dishes. Showered. He emerged at lunchtime, hugged her and wordlessly made piles of toast. Poured a large glass of water. Took it all back to the bedroom.

			She debated whether to join him. Sat instead on the sofa and flipped through some old magazines her mother had pressed on her the last time she’d gone back to visit. She doodled moustaches and beards onto the bony women in the pictures. She thought about going for a walk, calling Georgia. Remembered Georgia had gone away with Eli.

			She still hadn’t decided how she felt about her and Danny sleeping with other people. Thought of that night at the bungalow with Jiti and Sonya. The way she’d felt weird the next day – but it hadn’t changed things with Danny. She thought about the girl at the pub, her breasts. Maybe Danny was right. As long as it didn’t mean anything, it might be okay. She was curious, but her insides curdled at the thought of it too. 

			She drew the radiating geometric patterns of a mandala on the inside of her forearm in blue biro and told herself she was fine. They’d both be fine when the stress of uni had dissipated and they were dipped fully in summer. She wondered how loose would be loose enough.

			

			By early evening, Danny still hadn’t dragged himself out of bed. She put the kettle on to make pot noodles. Sorted through their movie collection – tried to decide between Breakfast at Tiffany’s and The Breakfast Club. 

			‘You ready?’ Danny was standing in the doorway, dressed in jeans, a T-shirt and Col’s old leather bike jacket.

			

			It was the outfit he wore when he wanted to impress people. 

			‘What for?’

			‘Party. I told you.’

			Caro put the noodles on the coffee table. ‘I’m kind of tired.’

			‘Really?’

			She wanted to say he should go by himself, but it was the holidays and they’d agreed to make an effort.

			‘Give me five minutes.’

			On the way to the bedroom, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror in the hall. Hair in a ponytail, trackpants and windcheater. She changed into jeans, and a bustier that she’d bought on a whim and never worn. She pinned her hair up, applied mascara, eye liner, lipstick. 

			Danny raised his eyebrows and grinned when she emerged. ‘Geez, maybe we should stay in.’

			

			Before they left, Danny handed her a pill and she thought of her promise to try new things. He placed a pill on his tongue. Handed her a glass of water. They swallowed. Kissed.

			On the way, they talked about what they’d do over summer. Camping, visits to Col. Debated whether they should ask their parents to the flat for Christmas, then decided it would be easier to go to Col’s for Christmas lunch, like old times. Fit around her parents’ work.

			‘Maybe something less low-key than last year.’

			‘Yeah.’ She squeezed his thigh.

			She waited to feel the effects of the pill. Drank from the stubby Danny had handed her when she got in the car. Started to think the night might actually be fun. Then the road that swept away from the edge of town into the foothills became tight and windy. She leant her head out the open window, concentrated on not vomiting. She was about to ask Danny to stop when he turned into a street so narrow that she sucked in her breath to make herself small. He stopped and wound his window down, tucked his wing mirror tight to the car. She did the same with hers. He drove on. Parked near the bottom of the street.

			‘Thought we’d have to climb out the windows,’ she said. 

			‘You okay?’

			She breathed out the nausea. ‘Yep.’

			Danny pulled her to him and kissed her. ‘We can leave whenever you want. Just say.’

			He grabbed their bag of drinks from the boot. 

			The house was like all the others in the street. Tin roof, weatherboards, with a little verandah only a few steps from the footpath. Curlicues of white paint arched away from the weatherboards like half-winged butterflies – yearning in all directions – while the house itself sagged towards its slightly better-kept twin next door. 

			‘So, who will be here, again?’

			‘It’ll be fun.’

			She rolled her eyes at him.

			‘Seriously, we’ll leave whenever you’re ready.’ He kissed her again. ‘Okay?’

			His expression transported her – she was beside the waterhole, on one of those early days after they’d moved beyond friendship. Then lying on their sun-warmed duvet in the flat, Danny’s fingers laced through hers while she lingered in the space between waking and sleep. 

			

			The front door was propped open with a crumbling brick. Inside, a long, dark hall with doors off to the left. A dim globe swayed. Shifting shadows from sparse light. It smelt of patchouli and booze. Faintly of damp. 

			At the end of the hall a girl was illuminated by a fire. Her body all bends and flexes. Flames obscured, then revealed. The glowing end of a joint dragging patterns in the air like some kind of conjuring. 

			Danny barrelled into the room, threw his coat over the back of the lounge and tore a couple of stubbies from a sixpack they’d brought, handed one to Caro.

			‘Have to pee. See you outside?’ he said.

			‘Yep.’

			He disappeared out the back door and Caro pressed the rest of their beers into an ice-filled trough in the middle of the room. She took her time pushing the cans deep into the ice. Slipped her jacket off. Lingered, pretending not to watch the shapes the girl’s mouth made, her throaty voice, how she was letting the joint burn down. Caro turned to join Danny.

			‘Hey!’ The girl offered the joint.

			‘Thanks.’ Caro’s chest jolted. Her fingers were sausages around the remnants of the tatty paper tube. She hesitated for a moment, then took a drag and looked up.

			‘I’m Toni.’ 

			‘Caro.’ 

			‘It’s sooo nice to meet you.’

			Caro passed the joint back. She thought about going out to join Danny, but the fire was mesmerising and it was cold out.   Toni rolled another joint. Others dipped in and out of the conversation, smoked with them. 

			Caro wasn’t sure how long she’d been there. Felt fuzzy and acutely aware at the same time. Knew that didn’t make sense. Toni had finished uni, had just started an internship at a gallery. If they offered her a job at the end, she’d find a place of her own. They warmed their bodies by the fire and laughed about cold summer nights. They rotated every couple of minutes, when the heat got too much. 

			‘I feel like a rotisserie chicken,’ Toni said. 

			Caro snorted. Began to move her arms like wings, strutted around the room. 

			

			Toni’s room smelt of incense. More hippy than sophisticated, as if you had to be one thing or the other. Toni pressed the door shut. Caro couldn’t quite remember why they were there. What Toni was meant to be showing her.

			Then Toni’s fingers down Caro’s neck. A hand inside her shirt. Running across her stomach. 

			‘Wait,’ Caro said.

			‘Shh.’ 

			Toni’s face was heart-shaped. Caro thought this probably made it okay. Then heat between Caro’s legs as Toni squeezed her nipples. 

			Caro was vaguely aware she was moaning, that Danny was somewhere outside, but she couldn’t make herself move away. She reached to touch Toni, but she pushed her hand away. Commanded her to undress and lie on the mattress. Unsure why, Caro did as she was told. Thought maybe Danny should be careful what he wished for.

			Gossamer fingertips traced Caro’s contours until her entire skin was fully drawn. Her body thrumming with electricity. Then Toni’s head between her legs, her tongue in long, hard strokes against Caro’s clit, her fingers inside, dragging tidal waves of pleasure. She bit hard on her fist as she shot through the ceiling. 

			

			‘Here she is.’ Toni was standing in the doorway with Danny.

			‘Looks like you had fun.’ 

			Half asleep, Caro couldn’t read Danny’s expression. Her clothes were on the floor. She tried to drag words from her throat. Then noticed Toni’s hand slip into Danny’s jeans. A pulse of betrayal, then curiosity. She watched them kiss. 

			Toni pointed to the bed and Danny threw his clothes off and lay down. Barely moved while Toni touched, licked and sucked him, watched Caro, until he called out Caro’s name and then turned into her and slept.

			

			In the morning, Toni and Caro left Danny in the bed. Dodged the sleeping bodies strewn throughout the house and headed to the kitchen to make fried eggs and toast. When the food was cooked, they took it outside, swept beer cans from the outdoor table, and then woke Danny. They sat in the backyard among the detritus from the night before. It should have felt tense. Caro should have felt awkward. Instead, she felt deeply relaxed as the three of them ate and drank coffee. 

			After, they filled the bin with the empties from the night before and did the dishes. Then Toni, still in her robe, came out to the car with them. The three of them on the nature strip.

			‘I had fun,’ Toni said.

			Caro felt the heat rise in her face. 

			‘That’s a word for it,’ said Danny.

			He and Caro got into the car, and Toni stepped forward, gestured for Caro to open her window.

			

			‘I’d like to see you again.’

			Danny looked at Caro. She wanted to crawl under a blanket and hide. Nodded.

			‘Sounds good.’ Danny started the engine and they left.

			

			They slipped into a new routine. For the next two months, Toni stayed weekends – late breakfasts, Danny frying bacon and eggs, cooking French toast, while Toni and Caro took turns to read questions from the quiz in the paper.

			‘What’s the capital of Iceland?’ Toni asked.

			‘Reykjavík,’ Danny called over his shoulder.

			‘Nice.’ 

			Toni pushed the plunger on the coffee pot. Poured three cups, put Danny’s on the bench next to the stove. He lifted her ponytail and kissed the back of her neck. The intimacy of it struck Caro. A lurch of jealousy in her gut.

			

			Another time.

			‘The Fauves were wankers.’ Danny bit the crusts from his toast and threw them into a pile in the middle of the table.

			‘How so?’ Toni rolled her eyes.

			‘Well …’ Danny launched into a speech. 

			Toni started clearing the dishes. Left Danny’s crusts.

			‘Swim?’ she asked Caro.

			‘Are you even going to pretend to listen? Or am I not the drawcard anymore?’ Danny pouted.

			‘Were you ever?’ Toni said.

			‘So, we’re not going to mention that first time?’

			Toni grabbed her bag. ‘Ignore him.’ She kissed Caro on the cheek. ‘I’ll be at the river.’ 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 18

			The first time Danny passed out, Caro was afraid. 

			‘It’s fine – I’m fine. Probably didn’t eat enough. It won’t happen again.’

			She looked at his body. The sight of his ribs made her feel sick. She couldn’t work out when it had happened. She’d been working most days. They hadn’t had a meal together in weeks. She wasn’t sure when she’d last seen him eat properly. 

			He agreed to a weekend at Col’s. 

			Toni was due back from a couple of weeks in Queensland. Caro called to let her know they’d be away. 

			‘I was going to ring you,’ Toni said. 

			‘Oh?’ Caro was about to ask about her trip.

			‘I think I’m done,’ Toni said.

			‘Sorry?’

			‘Danny’s just … Well, you know.’ 

			‘Right.’

			‘I’m here if you need a friend. Take care of yourself, Caro.’

			

			Caro put the phone down. Sat on the sofa. Laughed. She wasn’t sure if she felt hurt or relieved. Decided it was one less thing to worry about.

			

			Col called Friday afternoon to say he hadn’t had a chance to shop, would pick up pizzas for dinner. Her heart dropped. She’d been hoping a few days at Col’s would drop them back into old habits. Col making soup. Danny on dessert. Crumble, dumplings, the tarte tatin from Diane’s old French cookbook. Instead, that night Danny drank a sixpack of beer, devoured several slices of pizza. She was relieved to see him eat. Didn’t care whether he was performing for Col, or if the need had suddenly occurred to him. 

			After, the two of them crammed into his old single bed, she stared at the ceiling. His snoring like a chainsaw carving up sound waves. She rolled onto her side and pressed a pillow against her ear. Finally slept. 

			The next morning, Col woke them for breakfast. They ate eggs and toast at the table outside. Skin warmed by the sun, Caro felt relaxed in a way she hadn’t in weeks. Then Danny went to have a shower, came back, hair wet. Glazed eyes. She and Col were still drinking coffee. Danny stretched out on the old bench seat at the front of the house.

			‘Could do with a hand in the shed,’ Col said.

			‘I’ll help,’ Caro said.

			Danny opened an eye, smiled at her, then closed it again. 

			‘We should go to the waterhole later,’ Danny said.

			The shed was tidy – tools in their places on the shadow-board, shelves stacked with fertiliser.

			‘Looks pretty good in here,’ she said, confused.

			

			‘Should I be worried?’ Col stood in the entrance. Turned back towards the house.

			‘I don’t know,’ Caro said. A memory of Diane in this shed, showing her the coffin.

			‘Are you worried?’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘Fuck.’ Col covered his face with his hands. ‘What’s he taking?’

			‘Weed. Mushies, now and then.’ For some reason she didn’t let on about the pills.

			‘But?’

			‘I don’t think he’s been eating properly. I’m not sure when that started. I’m not sure if he sat his exams at the end of last year.’ She rotated paint tins on a shelf, turned the labels face-out. Felt guilty.

			‘I’d hoped uni would help,’ Col said.

			She thought about Diane that day at the shed. Felt the burden of the promise. The ever-present lure of the life she’d imagined. She resolved to try harder to find a way back to the old Danny.

			

			‘Come on.’ Danny was standing by the bed, hand reaching towards her.

			‘What? Why are you up?’

			‘You said you wanted to do something. Let’s do something.’

			It was a rare day off. She wanted to sleep in. Closed her eyes for a moment, then got up and dressed.

			‘Where are we going?’

			‘Surprise.’

			‘I hate surprises.’

			‘No, you don’t.’

			She wound down the car window and let the fresh morning air bite her cheeks. Danny turned the heating up, slid a George Thorogood cassette into the player. Hand on Caro’s thigh.

			The gates to the park were locked. Danny reversed and drove down the hill a little, parked the car tight to the edge of the narrow road. She had to climb across the driver’s seat to get out. 

			‘Race you.’

			Danny streaked ahead. She thought briefly about walking, then flew after him. Icy air like knives in her lungs, memory of that first trip in Col’s van. She followed the imprints of Danny’s shoes in the frosted grass. Made it to the top of the hill only moments after him. Both of them bent double, heaving. 

			Caro thought of saying something about everything that was wrong between them. Instead, she lay down.

			‘First to the bottom.’

			She tucked her arms and legs tight to her torso and began to roll – let her body turn over and over, gather momentum as she shrieked and giggled. The sound of Danny doing the same – grunts, the jangle of the car keys.

			At the base of the hill, he rolled into her, and they lay together laughing and groaning. Danny took the keys from his pocket.

			‘Fuck. That hurt.’ 

			Danny drew her tight to him. Bodies lined up. She tilted her head back to look at him.

			They were kissing. Clawing at each other. Her legs around his hips. The hardness of his cock against her. He pulled away, took off her shoes and dragged her jeans down her legs, unbuttoned his. Then the heat of him inside her and the cold wetness of the grass underneath. His breath hot on her neck, tongue in her mouth. His fingers at her nipples. The sound of them moaning amplified in the open air. 

			

			He rolled off and they lay on their backs, Danny’s hand finding hers.

			‘Visitor,’ Danny whispered.

			A guy in a hi-vis vest was opening the park gate.

			‘Fuck.’ 

			Caro dragged her jeans on and jammed her feet back into her shoes. Danny pulled her to stand. They walked back down the hill towards the park exit.

			‘Nice morning for it.’ The guy in hi-vis nodded as they walked past.

			In the car they shrieked with laughter.

			‘Do you think he saw?’

			‘Probably.’

			‘Fuck, shit, fuck.’

			‘Who cares?’

			Caro cranked the heating up and they drove.

			‘You know, I thought it was you,’ she said.

			‘Sorry?’

			‘The noise the gate made. I thought it was you.’

			Danny chuckled. ‘Fuck, really?’

			‘Mm-hmm.’

			‘Creeeeaaaakkk.’

			She laughed.

			‘More like, ahhhhcreeeaaakkk.’ 

			Every few minutes, he tried the noise.

			‘Like this?’ 

			‘Kind of more like this.’

			The sounds getting louder and more ridiculous until they were laughing so much Caro could hardly breathe. 

			

			

			They were lying in bed, legs wound together, the soft reassurance of the day before still suffusing her body. It reminded her of their early years by the waterhole; when they’d had sex at Col’s and slept on Danny’s single bed, bodies tangled, her heart calm and easy in her rib cage. 

			‘I’ve been thinking about travelling,’ Danny said.

			‘Yeah?’ She turned towards him.

			‘You still want to, don’t you?’

			‘When uni finishes. Definitely.’

			‘I’m deferring.’

			‘Hang on, what? Since when?’

			‘I decided earlier this week. Been thinking about it for a while.’

			She took a deep breath to calm herself, felt a surge in her chest. ‘I don’t understand.’

			He rolled to face her. Kissed her cheek. ‘I’m going to see if Ted’ll give me my full-time job back. Save some money. Head off.’

			‘When? For how long?’

			‘If I go hard at it, reckon we’ll have enough to leave by mid-year.’

			She sat up, couldn’t quite follow the thread – thought maybe she’d misunderstood. 

			‘Who?’

			‘Us, babe. Who else?’

			‘You didn’t ask me,’ she said.

			‘I am, now.’

			‘No, you’re not.’

			‘Surprises are nice.’

			‘For who? We’ve talked about this, Danny.’

			The comfort of the day before dropped away. She couldn’t get a handle on him. Only yesterday, he was like the old Danny, and now he was telling her he’d already decided this. She wondered what she’d missed. Thought about his drug habits. The philosophising. 

			‘Maybe you should start with a break from the weed. While you’re at it, the mushies, and the pills.’

			‘Fuck, you’re a judgemental bitch.’

			She climbed out of bed. ‘And you’re a selfish prick.’

			She’d had enough of his volatility. Needed to leave.

			

			Full-time on the sites again, he slotted back into a different groove. Sounded like another person. Clipped masculinity. In the way he held himself too. Chest puffed out, legs wide.

			She saw him through the window of the pub, standing with a group of blokes. All of them in steel-cap boots, shorts with a ridiculous number of pockets. Danny’s shirt tight across his biceps. They were downing beers and Danny was laughing, his face relaxed, like he was comfortable in his skin again. 

			

			Later that night.

			‘You seem happier.’

			He paused. ‘S’pose I am.’ He pulled her close and ran his fingers down her spine like rain. Kissed her softly on the lips, lifted her hair and kissed her neck. 

			‘That’s nice.’

			He ran gentle fingers, mouth and tongue over every part of her. She came again and again. Fell into a deep sleep.

			When she woke in the morning, Danny was sleeping beside her and, though she was still telling herself she was leaving, she thought his break from uni might be a good thing. 

			

			

			It was dawn when she got up and found Ted standing in their lounge, Danny picking his undies out of his crack.

			‘Come on, mate. You made a commitment,’ Ted was saying.

			‘Just give me a minute.’ 

			‘I don’t have time for this shit, mate.’

			Danny headed down the hall. Caro put the kettle on.

			‘Sorry to wake you, love,’ Ted said.

			She looked at the wreckage on the coffee table. Several empty stubbies, a bong. She wasn’t sure when Danny had got out of bed, how he’d made it through all of that.

			She shook her head to stop the tears. ‘Tea?’ Her voice came out in a croak.

			‘You sit, let me make it.’

			By the time the teas were made, Danny was standing in the kitchen. Ready.

			‘Sorry, mate. Bit of a bender. Won’t happen again.’

			‘It better not.’ Ted gulped his tea and they left.

			

			A week later, Ted phoned early and Caro picked up.

			‘Sorry to involve you, love, but when he pulls his sorry arse off the sofa, can you tell him I said not to bother calling me?’

			‘I’m really sorry,’ Caro said.

			‘Don’t you be sorry, love. None of this is on you.’

			‘Thanks.’

			‘I hope things work out for you, Caro. With or without him.’

			

			Later that day her parents came over.

			‘We tried to call, but no-one picked up.’

			‘It’s a bit of mess,’ Caro said. ‘Could you wait outside? Give me a sec.’

			

			She swept into the lounge. Hid the bong behind the sofa. Grateful Danny was in bed, she dumped beer cans in the box he’d left on the floor and carried it out to the bins. When she came back in, her dad was drawing the curtains. He opened windows. 

			‘Nice breeze today.’

			She nodded.

			‘It’s all good, love. I was young once too.’

			She smiled.

			‘Your mother, on the other hand, was born ancient.’ He said it loud enough for Ines to hear. 

			‘Are you two ganging up on me again?’ Her mother delivered tea from the kitchen, took a stack of magazines from her bag and put them on the table. ‘Thought you might like these.’ 

			‘Thanks.’ Caro wondered who Ines thought her daughter was.

			They were sitting at the table drinking tea when Danny emerged, bed-ruffled. Sat on the sofa. Caro went to make him a tea.

			‘I hear you’re back on the sites,’ Jon was saying as she came back into the room.

			Danny scoffed. ‘Really?’

			‘Are you not doing that now?’

			‘Didn’t work out.’

			As Danny left the room, she saw a look pass between her parents. 

			

		
	
		
			Chapter 19

			The duvet, when unsheathed from its cover, was damp with Danny’s vomit. Caro bundled it up, took it outside and pegged it to the clothesline. Wound the hoist to its highest point and let the wind whip it around. She’d heard the sun had antibiotic properties – that somehow its beams could disinfect what was sullied. She wasn’t sure how that would work, whether it was true, but she liked the idea of it.

			It was the first week back and she’d already missed two lectures. Decided to borrow notes from Georgia.

			The wind was warm that day. She opened all of the windows and propped the door with the echidna-shaped doorstop she and Danny had made with Diane years back. 

			She filled the large plastic jug with water and threw in orange quarters and sliced lemons from Angelo’s garden. It had been months since she’d been to the jetty, but she occasionally threw treats over the fence for Derek. Exchanged notes with Angelo in the boxes of fruit and vegetables he left by her door. She wasn’t sure whether Angelo had heard Danny’s pontificating, their arguments. She was embarrassed to see him but, when things were shit with Danny, the notes helped her to not feel so alone. 

			She wished she’d confided in Georgia more, but since the week she’d stayed at Georgia’s flat, Caro had been glossing over the truth. Telling her friend that things were better with Danny.

			She chose the section of the backyard where the concrete sloped, spread a blanket and, feet pointing down the hill, lay on her back in her bra and undies and let the breeze caress her skin. Watched the washing line spin, tried to zone-out the distant whir of traffic. Tried instead to conjure the sound of the waterhole, the clicking croaks of frogsong. 

			The night before had been unexpected, ought not to have been. There had been a lot of nights like it since Ted sacked Danny. But he’d finally been offered another job, and she’d stupidly thought he might have turned a corner. 

			He was supposed to have started that new job today. Instead, he was passed out on the bed. He’d hardly stirred when she’d peeled the covers off him, hadn’t woken when she’d scraped his vomit into the toilet, banged around in the laundry scrubbing and rinsing the duvet cover with eucalyptus oil to try to mask the acrid stench. 

			This was not the life she wanted. She’d thought he’d work through his grief. They’d continue to choose one another, the way they’d always done since those early days by the waterhole. Danny would be the kind and funny person he used to be.

			She’d imagined a simple place of their own – that, at the end of each day, Danny would massage her neck and braid her hair, like he used to. He would tell her about his day, about all of the things he’d learnt about the secretions from a frog’s skin. She would tell him about the book she was studying. They would watch the kinds of television shows that people with inquiring minds watched. They’d cook, and do the dishes together, then fall into bed, navigate their ways around each other’s bodies. She’d never imagined it would feel like settling – or worse. 

			She was furious with herself for going back to him after the week at Georgia’s. But she needed to save for her own place, was determined not to take more money from her parents.

			

			It was well into the afternoon and Danny was still sleeping. She made a cheese sandwich and ate it at the kitchen bench. Studied for a while, then lay back on the sofa, cradled the phone between her neck and shoulder, and dialled her parents. Listened to them talk about the place where they were staying while her mother was at a conference on the New South Wales coast.

			‘The weather is beautiful. You should come up for a few days. Spend some time with your dad,’ her mother said.

			‘You and I could go fishing,’ her dad added. 

			‘I’ll ask Danny.’

			A pause then, ‘Course. If that’s what you want. Your mum and I just thought, after the last time we visited … Well, we thought it might be nice for you to have a break.’

			‘I’ll think about it.’

			

			‘Fuck you take the duvet for?’ Danny was standing in the doorway, hand down his underpants, rearranging himself. Hair like a cockatoo’s feather crest. 

			Caro closed her eyes and pretended not to have heard him. Then he was kneeling next to her, slipping his hand into her undies.

			

			She batted his hand away.

			‘Come on, babe. Be a nice way to start the day.’

			‘It’s the afternoon – and you stink.’

			He lifted an arm and turned to sniff his armpit, then looked down at his chest, picked crusts of vomit from the hairs.

			‘Shit. Bigger night than I’d realised. Was I a prick?’

			‘No more than usual.’ She headed for the bathroom. Locked the door.

			One of the things she liked best about their flat was the shower. The water pressure was a small flame of happiness. She let the hot water stream down her body and soaped herself all over, scrubbed hard with the loofah. She thought about arrowhead frogs – tiny, bright red, smooth skinned. Deadly. 

			Danny would leave her alone for a while now. Then small touches: a cup of tea, her candles lit. The dishes cleaned, dried and put away. Dinner made. It was getting old, tired. As was she. She wasn’t even twenty. 

			She thought about the conversation with her parents. They’d always liked Danny. It was the first time they’d ever said they didn’t want him around. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 20

			They ran into Toni at a dance party. It had been ages since they’d seen her. Danny was wasted – they all were, but him especially. He slung an arm around Toni’s shoulders, and when she moved away, he tried to pull her into him. 

			‘Come back to ours,’ he said, as though he hadn’t noticed her absence, couldn’t read her body language, which Caro realised was a kind of disgust, perhaps pity. 

			Caro led Danny to the bar and poured some water. ‘Here.’ She handed it to him. 

			He was still looking back across the room. ‘Her choice – whatever.’

			

			The flat stank of stale booze and weed. Caro tied her hair back in a ponytail, pulled on rubber gloves and got started. She opened the windows and began to clean up the kitchen. Stacked the recycling tub with bottles and pizza boxes. Then she filled the sink – washed plates and glasses. She doused a cloth in hot water, sprayed it with lavender oil and wiped down the benches, scrubbed dirty drips and smears of food from cupboard doors. She breathed the scent deeply, let it calm her. Decided she couldn’t wait anymore. It was time to leave. She’d ask her parents for money. Find a way to pay them back. Danny would have to work things out for himself.

			She went to the bedroom to tell him. Nerves hyper alert. Throat closed over. She bit the inside of her lip, took a deep breath. 

			The air inside the room was fetid with the stench of farts, stale breath, sweaty sheets that stank like they hadn’t been changed in weeks. Danny should have been snoring, the twitches of his body shifting the covers.

			Instead he was lying on his side, face slack. Pool of vomit beside him. She crouched and gingerly reached out to touch his arm. When he didn’t respond she ripped the blinds open. Checked again. 

			‘Danny? Fuck. Danny!’

			Hands over his mouth feeling for breath. She put two fingers to his carotid, thought she felt a faint movement. Thought she didn’t.

			She jammed her fingers in his mouth, then pushed him onto his back. Heart beating hard enough for the two of them. She’d practised on a dummy – thought she’d committed it to memory. Her mind raced, thoughts crashing together. She couldn’t remember. Only that something was better than nothing.

			She felt again for his pulse. This time sure there was nothing. She tipped his head back and pinched his nose. Blew into his mouth quickly five times. Then pressed hard against his chest with the heels of her hands. There was a song – she was meant to do it to the rhythm of a song, but she couldn’t remember which fucking song. When was she supposed to call the ambulance? Would stopping to make the call be the end of him?

			She thumped him hard on the chest. ‘Wake up, you fucking bastard!’

			His body gave nothing. She breathed once more into his mouth before running for the phone, scrabbling to dial the number, her fingers thick and inflexible. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 21

			They were keeping Danny in hospital. His blood pressure wasn’t right and they were trying to find out why. He’d lost his shit when he’d woken up. Threatened to discharge himself. Said they were holding him prisoner and he could do what he fucking liked. Caro tried to reason with him, to placate. He asked her to bring a joint. Accused her of being in on it. Then Col arrived.

			Col turning Danny’s hand in his, stroking the skin from wrist to knuckles, running his index finger along the lines on Danny’s palm. He plucked stray hair from Danny’s eyes and tucked it gently behind his ears.

			Danny closed his eyes and slept.

			Fluorescent lighting and shiny vinyl-wrapped walls. Caro and Col spoke in the corridor. 

			‘You must be exhausted, love.’

			She hugged herself, a thread of cold from chest to fingertips.

			‘I’ll hold the fort,’ he said. ‘You get some rest. Have a shower.’

			

			She nodded. Somehow comforted that he expected her to come back. Knew she didn’t want to. Knew she would.

			He gave her a quick hug. Whispered into the hair above her ear. ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you.’ His eyes were glassy when she opened her mouth to say something. ‘Let’s save it for later, yeah?’

			

			Back at the flat everything – except in their bedroom – was as she’d left it. The lounge and kitchen smelling of lavender, the cushions on the sofa arranged neatly, the dishes all clean and packed away. 

			The bedroom was chaos. Covers flung onto the floor. Danny’s clothes spilling from his wardrobe. T-shirts and windcheaters hanging like lolling tongues from the lips of open drawers. Mounds like small animals kicked under the bed. Wrapper from a packet the ambos had missed when they cleaned up. Strangely, it didn’t look that different from usual. 

			She had a headache. She wanted to lie down and sleep, but everything about the bedroom repelled her. She dragged wet towels from the washing machine into the laundry basket. Using the echidna doorstop to prop the door, she ran her fingers across his stubbly quills just to feel something.

			Returning from the clothesline, she noticed a box on the small outside table by the door. It was filled with bags of fruit and vegetables, fresh eggs – smiley faces and laying dates marked with texta. She tried to remember if Angelo had been there when the ambulance came. Had he been in the flat, in the yard, on the street? She couldn’t recall. Couldn’t believe she’d been there herself. She carried the box inside, placed it on the kitchen bench and went to have a shower.

			

			She dressed in clean clothes and, despite the warm night, put on her fluffy bed socks. Unpacked the box – a lettuce, cherry tomatoes, eggs, apples, lemons, basil and a loaf of bread. She carved thick slices of the bread and whisked up four eggs, halved some cherry tomatoes and threw them into a pan with the eggs and some chunks of cheese she’d broken off a block of cheddar. She pulled some outer leaves from the lettuce, toasted the bread, and made omelette-and-lettuce sandwiches. Took them to the sofa with Angelo’s note.

			
			Dear Carolina, 

			I have been busy in the garden and thinking of you.

			The lemons have nearly finished, but there are more tomatoes than ever before.

			Derek tells me that he misses you.

			I have left some of the things to help when nothing else does. 

			Angelo x

			

			She sobbed through the eggy sandwiches, thought the kindness of it might break her. Lay down and pulled a blanket over her. 

			

			She woke early. A strobe of sunlight between the part in the curtains illuminated the floor by the sofa in a thick stripe. She stretched and rose, with a plan to go straight to the hospital, but her legs felt fuzzy every time she got close to the door. She folded her blanket into a neat square and placed it on the end of the sofa. Then she called Col, but he didn’t pick up. Phoned the hospital and asked to be put through to the ward. A nurse said Danny was sleeping. His father snoring on a chair next to him. 

			She didn’t know what to do. She flicked through Ines’s magazines. Recalled her mother’s obvious judgement the last time her parents visited. Her dad making tea, Ines pretending not to clean and tidy.

			Bile rose in her throat as her mind strayed back to the day before. Danny’s breathless body. Pounding his chest. She remembered then – it was meant to be to the beat of ‘Stayin’ Alive’. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 22

			The morning Danny was being discharged, Caro and Col met for coffee.

			‘Did he tell you they brought a psych to talk to him?’ Col asked.

			‘I bet that went well.’

			‘Apparently they’re no longer worried it was deliberate.’

			‘Right.’ 

			‘You didn’t think he meant it, did you?’ Col’s voice was shaky.

			She reached across the table to touch his forearm. ‘No, Col. He’s a mess. But no.’

			

			Danny tossed his bag by the side of the bed. ‘Place looks good.’

			She’d cleaned up the bedroom. Changed the bedding. 

			He lay down and patted the sheet next to him. ‘Join me.’

			She was incredulous.

			‘Please.’

			She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling. Danny laced his fingers through hers. She stayed still, ignored her body’s calls to flee.

			‘Were you scared?’

			‘You reckon?’

			He rolled onto his side and kissed her forehead. ‘I’m really sorry.’

			A sob moved up her throat. She tried to hold it at bay, but it escaped her in pulses. She lay there with his arm curled around her, as he kissed the top of her head. Wondered what she was doing.

			

			Danny made promises and Ted took him back again. She couldn’t believe it. Was aware of the irony. He worked most days – went up the coast on a job for a week. She studied all day at the uni library. Did her best to ignore the disquiet in her body. When she got home, he’d usually be asleep already, clothes for the next day laid out on the sofa. Sandwiches and fruit in a lunchbox on the kitchen bench. 

			In the weeks that followed, it was like he was a different person. She was waiting for the shift.

			She started a second job at a pub near the flat. She still hadn’t told Danny she was going to leave, was letting him think she was saving to travel. 

			She went straight from afternoon shifts at the bakery to the bar job. Rarely saw him.

			She handed in papers for Lit and sociology, wrote study notes for psych. Then one night a couple of blokes she didn’t know were sitting on the sofa, watching a movie. Danny asleep next to them. The flat reeked. Coffee table and floor scattered with empty beer cans, pizza boxes, an ashtray full of spent joints.

			She went to bed and locked the door. Tried to study for a psych test. Gunshots and yelling from the TV. She returned to the lounge. Turned the TV off.

			

			‘I don’t know who you are, but you need to leave.’

			‘Fair enough.’

			The two blokes stood and Danny roused.

			‘Hey, what’s going on? Why are you going?’

			‘Ask your—’ one of them began, but was cut off by the other.

			‘Early start tomorrow, mate. Time for us to head.’

			Caro locked the door behind them.

			Danny picked sleep from his eyes. ‘What the fuck, Caro?’

			

			The next night, she was exhausted. Went to bed early. Woke to a dark room. Reached her hand across the bed to emptiness. Told herself it was probably still early. Rolled over. 

			When her alarm went off it was already light. The flat quiet. She tiptoed down the hall, expected Danny to be sleeping on the sofa. She checked the bathroom. Looked out the kitchen window to their car spot. Empty.

			‘Fuck.’ 

			She searched the flat as though he might have been hiding. As if it were possible to miss him in such a small space. She checked out the back several times. Looked in the shower cubicle. Peered under the bed.

			‘Danny!’ she yelled.

			Then a noise by the back door.

			‘Is everything okay, Carolina?’ 

			Angelo in the doorway, Derek tucked under his arm.

			‘He didn’t come home.’

			Angelo nodded. 

			‘It’s probably nothing.’

			‘You should telephone his father, no?’

			She put her hands over her face, tried not to think of the way she’d pumped on Danny’s chest only weeks earlier. Bit her lip to hold back tears.

			‘I will make tea. You telephone.’ Angelo put Derek on the floor. Filled the kettle.

			She picked up the receiver. Dialled Col’s number. Hung up before the call connected. Thought that Col would have called her if Danny was there. Decided not to worry him. She didn’t know who else to call. Phoned Jiti’s place.

			Ted answered.

			She cleared her throat, suddenly embarrassed to ask after Danny. She asked to speak to Jiti.

			‘Course, love.’

			Then, ‘Sorry, love, he was in the bungalow. Looks like a bit of a party was had. But it’s just Jiti there now.’

			‘Right. Thanks.’

			‘Should I get him to call you when he wakes?’

			‘Please.’

			She hung up.

			Angelo brought tea. Slice of lemon – floating. Derek licked her shins. She scooped him onto her lap. Drew him close.

			‘Did you find him?’

			‘Not yet.’ She took a deep breath to try to settle her agitation. 

			

			For the next two days she felt as though she might spill from her skin. Stood by the front window. Knelt on the sofa, looking out to the road. She thought about calling the police. Called the hospital. Kept picking up the phone receiver, putting it down again. Had no idea who else to call.

			Angelo delivered lasagna and limoncello. She put both in the fridge and, when her stomach growled, she opened the fridge and looked at them. Bile in her throat, she closed it again.

			She set her books up at the table. Tried to work on her psych assignment, but she couldn’t concentrate. She showered with the bathroom door open. Climbed out with shampoo still in her hair when she thought she heard him. Called his name and waited. Silence. She turned the water back on. Sat on the floor of the cubicle and cried. Stayed until the water turned cold and she couldn’t stop shaking. 

			Back in the kitchen, she poured a glass of limoncello. Threw it back in a shot. Curled up on the sofa and tried to sleep.

			

			The Corolla pulled up in the driveway and she ran to the door, watched Danny climb out. His hair matted and wild. Clothes filthy. She placed a hand to the doorframe to steady herself as relief washed through her softened limbs. 

			‘Are you okay?’ Her voice wavered.

			‘Yep.’ He reached into the back of the car and grabbed a bunch of half-dead flowers. ‘Here.’ 

			He stepped towards her. Held the flowers out.

			Her arms felt pinned to her sides. She was trying not to cry. ‘Where were you?’

			He shrugged.

			‘No, really – where were you?’

			He moved closer and the stench of him hit her. 

			‘You need a shower.’ She stepped back, covered her nose and mouth with her hand to stop from retching.

			He rubbed his fingers under an armpit, sniffed them. ‘Yeah, no good, huh?’

			‘What happened, Danny?’

			‘Not much.’

			

			‘Are you serious?’

			Derek barked from behind the fence.

			‘It’s okay, little mate,’ Danny said.

			Angelo’s back door opened and Angelo called Derek in, shut the door loudly.

			‘It is not okay, Danny,’ she spat. ‘I thought you were fucking dead.’

			‘Sorry.’ 

			‘Where the hell were you?’

			‘Out bush.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘I got lost. It was late. So, I stayed.’

			‘For two days? You didn’t think I’d worry?’

			‘Wasn’t much I could do.’

			‘Right. Oh, yeah, fine. That’s okay then.’

			‘You’re angry again.’

			‘Jesus, Danny. I missed the deadline on my psych paper. I’ll probably fail.’

			He tried to rake his fingers through his matted hair. ‘Sorry. Okay? I fucked up. Again.’ He threw the flowers into the bushes by the fence. ‘You don’t own me.’

			‘Wow!’

			‘I just needed to breathe.’

			‘I really hate you right now.’

			He showered. She took the keys to the Corolla and drove to Georgia’s. Told her how things really were.

			‘I don’t know what I’m doing.’

			‘Don’t hate me for saying this, but I’m not sure what you’re waiting for. You should kick him out. Leave. Also, Justine’s transferring. Her room will be free next year.’ She smiled hopefully.

			

			Caro bit back tears. It was practically a year away.

			Georgia hugged her. ‘I hate how unhappy he makes you.’

			‘It wasn’t always like this.’

			‘I know, but ...’

			Georgia made pasta. Caro had barely eaten for two days. She scoffed hers then ate one of the large Easter eggs Georgia had been saving.

			‘I should go.’

			‘You sure you don’t want to stay?’

			‘I don’t know what will happen to him if I’m not there.’

			

			A month later, she was deep in assignments. Danny had gone to get pizza. After an hour she’d got hungry. After two, worried, then furious. 

			If she’d had her own car, she’d have driven to the pizza shop. Instead, she sat on the edge of the sofa and tried to watch a travel show on TV.  Vacillated between scripting the speech she’d give when he finally got home and imagining him bleeding in the back of an ambulance. 

			It was eleven o’clock when she made herself pot noodles and got into bed. Her mind spooled through his strange behaviour, empty promises. His recent disappearance. He’d been sorry. Said he wouldn’t do it again. 

			She felt foolish still living there, staying. She was like a child with her hands over her ears, chanting ‘lalala’ and refusing to properly acknowledge the erosion of the fantasy. But she didn’t have enough money yet, and couldn’t imagine how she’d manage work, uni and the move. She didn’t have the energy. Wanted the easy landing place of Georgia’s but knew it was too long to wait. Was worried about Danny. Col. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 23

			The disappearances became a thing. They’d be watching TV in the evenings, and Danny would get up and grab the Corolla keys.

			‘Gonna head out for a bit.’

			‘Where?’

			‘What are you now, my mother?’

			Caro wouldn’t know what to say. Whether to remind him he’d asked that question before. Whether it meant he might have a point. Felt sick because, in some fucked-up way, it was kind of what she’d promised Diane.

			After the first few times, she resolved not to look at him, not to respond when he left. Each pretence at acceptance expanding the hole in her chest until his absences were a cavern of worry she carried like a phantom organ. 

			For a while she thought he might be cheating. Wasn’t sure she cared. 

			She looked for patterns to his strange behaviour. Signs of heightened paranoia. Another portrait turned against the wall. Fidgety movements. Scratches on his arms. The time he’d been convinced she was having an affair with Angelo. It would have been funny, if he hadn’t been so sure. 

			She took extra shifts at the bar, added to her savings fund. When her parents called to ask how she was, she lied. 

			

			She began to instead suspect he was disappearing as a way to make her stay. As though he could sense when she was on the cusp of leaving. 

			But she wasn’t certain he was thinking about her at all. 

			When she challenged him about his disappearances, he vacillated between apologising and telling her to loosen up – it was called spontaneity. 

			

			Time pocketed itself. She resigned herself to riding out the semester, finding somewhere for the second semester. Stopped asking where he’d been. He stopped trying to explain. His absences became the weft of their new normal. 

			It had been too long since she’d swum. The river was solace. It both held and yielded to her. Heart steadied, she felt solid and real. Normal. She didn’t know how she’d carry herself through the days without its icy relief.

			She focused on building her bank balance, tried not to think too much about the act of leaving. Planned a route around Europe, starting with her mother’s family in Portugal. It was a way of getting through.

			Now, when Danny was gone, she went out with Georgia. At home she did her best to relax. Cooked the food she wanted, lit the candles she liked, sat in the sun reading or drawing mandalas. Practised for what life would be like after. 

			

			Some nights she dreamt she was made of salt. Her tongue drawing torturously up her forearm – greedy insatiable need, as she slowly erased herself. Deluges of rain, dissolving her body, her bones cast into the sea, drifting on currents. Meeting Diane’s. 

			Again and again, she poured herself into the river and swam until she was limp with fatigue. Floated. Sometimes she returned to the jetty, where Derek, Angelo and the other men welcomed her as though she was one of them.

			Slowly, she felt the strength return to her limbs. She packed some of her things and put the box in the bottom of the wardrobe, covered it in blankets. On days when the urge to leave was like a rip-current pulling her out to sea, she thought about going to stay with her parents, but it was too far from uni and her jobs. 

			Each time Danny returned, there’d be glimpses of the old Danny, shining like fools’ gold. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 24

			Danny had begun to smell things that weren’t there. One day he licked the armrest of one of their lounge chairs, like it was a lollipop. It was the kind of thing he’d always done – only now it didn’t seem like a joke. It scared Caro. 

			She couldn’t see how she could leave him on his own. Tried to talk to him about it, but he spouted Nietzsche and Foucault, as if their theories had anything to do with it. Some days their small lounge room was cavernous – Danny on one side, Caro as far away from him as possible. 

			She watched him, took notes while pretending to write a diary. She thought she could show her jottings to someone, to ask what it was, what she could do to help him. But what then? Danny didn’t think there was anything wrong. 

			‘Cat’s eyes, babe. The world is a million versions of itself. Feline fragments.’

			She had to sit, press hard on her legs to keep them from carrying her away. She was afraid.

			

			

			She ran into Toni at the library and, at Toni’s insistence, they went for coffee. 

			‘How are you?’ Toni asked.

			‘Yeah, fine.’

			‘No. I mean, really?’

			Caro’s nose fizzed. She bit her lip to hold the tears back. ‘I don’t know. Sometimes I wonder if he’s ever going to grow up.’

			‘Come on, Caro. It’s more than that.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I’ve seen him around. He isn’t well.’

			Caro winced. ‘Some days I think he’s getting better.’

			‘Is he seeing someone? A professional?’

			‘What do you think?’

			‘No, and he won’t, because there’s nothing wrong.’

			‘It’s really good to see you,’ Caro said.

			‘You know you can leave him.’

			Caro felt the weight of the words in her gut. 

			‘Come on. Let’s walk.’ 

			They walked down to St David’s Park, collected fallen leaves. Caro followed Toni as she wove around trees. Skimmed hands against bark. They climbed the stairs of the rotunda. Sat on the stone wall. Toni took a bright-red leaf from her bag. Passed it to Caro.

			‘Thanks.’ Then, ‘I’m so tired of my shit. Tell me about you.’

			Toni grinned. ‘I have a girlfriend.’

			‘Good for you.’

			‘It’s exclusive. So, that’s weird. But she’s really great.’

			‘I’m happy for you.’

			‘You know you’re always welcome at my place. Anytime.’

			‘Thanks, Toni. You’re too kind.’

			

			‘So are you, Caro. You deserve better.’ 

			When she returned, the flat was dark. Stagnant with emptiness. She’d thought Danny would be home. Had half planned to tell him she was leaving. As she switched on the lights, called for him, the words she’d scripted in her mind scrolled through her brain. But he wasn’t there. She walked across the road. Stripped to her underwear. Dove under the icy skin of the river. Dug her hands into the riverbed. Waited until breath became emptiness. For her wild heart to calm. 

			In the morning, she was acid-gutted. Body humming with the need to leave before he returned. But she couldn’t even open the door. 
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Part three

			

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 25

			For a week Caro tried to tell herself that this was just another one of his disappearances. The thing he did now. But he hadn’t taken the Corolla. Her chest began to buzz. Her legs elastic, like her body couldn’t ignore what her brain was refusing to admit. 

			She called in sick at the bakery and gave her shifts away at the pub. Sat on the sofa to watch television, ears straining for the sounds of his return. She sorted through the stacks of magazines, arranged them by title, then date, as though it was something she would normally do. 

			She placed her hands on her chest, over her stomach, ran them up and down her arms and legs. She was looking for hollows, or weaknesses. For marks of his absence.

			She made huge batches of bolognaise, zucchini bakes. Told herself he’d be hungry when he returned. She ate it all herself instead. Gorged until her stomach hurt. 

			She was meant to be the one who was leaving. But she’d stayed and now here she was tipping a box of bicarb soda and a bottle of vinegar into the toilet. Scrubbing away stains. Thinking about the way Danny had been disappearing in increments. 

			

			The moon threw a band of light across her bed. She dressed and followed its path to the river. Drew deep lungsful of iced air. Gravel crunching under her trainers. 

			She walked the length of the grey, wooden jetty, stopped to say hello to Angelo and his mates, peered into their buckets and made cooing sounds over fish that would be dead soon. Derek followed her to the end of the jetty. Sat by her side as she watched the fat, yellow moon. She looked at the silhouettes of the fishermen. On the walk back to the flat she plucked gladioli from a stranger’s front yard. 

			

			By the end of the second week, her stomach was distended. The gladioli were bending over the edge of their vase, petals browning. Her hair was greasy and stringy and she stank the way Danny did when he fell into a rut. 

			Anxiety took root in her chest, heightening each day like a king tide dragging refuse back to shore. By the time she called Col, the vase water was putrid with rot. A panicked, visceral fear pulsed in her gut. She’d missed assignment deadlines. Hadn’t been to uni for two weeks.

			

			They stood in the brightly lit foyer of the police station, waited in queue while a huge wall clock clicked out the seconds. A woman in front wanted documents witnessed. Caro tried to still her jiggling legs. Clasped her hands to calm fidgety movements. She was worried she looked guilty of something, worried she looked like a drug user. There should be two lines, she thought, but then how to determine the priority? 

			The constable took them into a small windowless room and wrote down details. Caro tried to remember dates, conversations that might be important. One of the constable’s shirt buttons was under pressure – dark, wiry hairs poked through the gap between fabric. She could see his shiny gut, and it made her feel ill. 

			When he asked if Danny had taken off before, Col said he hadn’t, that it wasn’t something Danny would do. 

			Caro opened her mouth. Closed it. 

			‘He wouldn’t do this to us. Not to Caro.’

			The constable held the door open, a thin folder with his notes tucked under his arm. ‘Like I said, most people turn up when they’re ready.’

			She and Col waited until they got into the car to call bullshit.

			‘That was a waste of time.’

			‘Yeah.’ She pulled her seatbelt tight across her hips. Decided not to say anything about the other times Danny had disappeared.

			That night in bed, she hugged Danny’s pillow and tried to conjure the person he used to be. Ached for all of the ways she’d betrayed herself. 

			

			In the weeks that followed they looked for him in earnest. The heater in Col’s car blasting hot air on their feet. They’d have breakfast at a cafe in town. While Caro drank coffee and plotted their route, Col would eat an egg-and-bacon roll, mop yolk from his chin. 

			They checked out some of the places down near the fine arts faculty. Parks where she’d met Danny for lunch. The pubs didn’t open until eleven, so they did them last. Col idling the car outside while Caro went in and looked. She ran into a couple of people he knew from uni, but no-one had seen him. Not lately. 

			Georgia phoned each night. Offered to bring food, to come stay. Told her not to worry about uni. Said she could help her make an appointment with the uni counsellor, make copies of her notes and Eli’s. 

			

			He’d been gone for six weeks when she went back to work. She pretended she’d been ill the whole time. She didn’t know what to say. 

			She couldn’t bring herself to drive the Corolla. Watched out the window of the bus. Her breath catching when she saw someone who looked like him. 

			She was late one afternoon during her first week back, having clambered off the bus to chase someone she’d spotted, and who turned out to not be Danny after all. Then had sat at a bus shelter and cried because she’d been relieved it wasn’t him.

			The nights began to close in on her. She lay in bed and wondered where he was. Barely slept. Felt like an outline. Brain-blurred, she still couldn’t go back to uni.

			Halfway through a shift at the pub, the manager took her aside, said she should take more time. Come back when she was properly well. On the bus home she saw Danny, on the bridge, on a swing in a playground, walking down the main street. He was always turning, walking away. She sat on her hand to stop herself from pushing the call button. Strained to look back, to see the lie of her mind. Remembered how she used to see Diane after she’d died. Pushed the thought from her mind for fear of what it might mean. Tried to recall when she’d last seen Diane. 

			She began to see him everywhere. Some days she could hardly lose sight of him: a fragmented reflection in the toaster, a shadow in the bathroom mirror. In his absence, Danny occupied the space more than he had before, and though the flat was crowded with him, suddenly the world outside seemed terrifying, unbounded. 

			She couldn’t sleep, her brain wouldn’t work properly. She tried to build habit – get out of bed, shower, clean, cook, tidy. She tried to study the notes Georgia delivered. She tried to get her shit together. 

			‘Where the fuck are you?’ A whisper, a keening, a shouted accusation. 

			She needed him to come back so she could leave.

			

			Her mother took a few days off work and came to stay. Organised a medical certificate. Called the bakery and the university. Caro let her dictate the shape of her days.

			They walked by the river. Caro had to look away from the water to avoid its pull. Watched Breakfast at Tiffany’s, The Sound of Music and Manon des Sources. Family favourites. Ines chatted over the fence with Angelo. Laughed with him and drank limoncello. Then cooked carrots and beetroot from his garden.

			One night, Ines was clearing the dishes from dinner. ‘I know it’s awful. But – maybe it’s for the best.’

			‘Jesus.’ Caro went to her room, ignored Ines’s pleas and apologies.

			In the morning her mother was gone. A vanilla cake, thick with cream-cheese icing on the bench. Next to it a note about space. Love hearts doodled in each of the corners.

			

			She forced herself to drive the Corolla across town. Resisted the urge to check the glovebox. Tried to ignore the smell of sweat and weed. Toni opened the door of her beaten-up weatherboard and beckoned her in, took the cake and cut it into huge slices. She made up the spare bed, then sat with Caro until the small hours. Brewed cups of peppermint tea and listened. 

			‘It was perfect, you know? It felt like the two of us were destined to be together. That’s dumb, isn’t it?’

			‘It’s kind of sweet, actually.’

			‘It was fucking awful when his mum died. They were so close.’

			‘I don’t mean to sound harsh, but he’s not the first person to go through that.’

			‘The drugs were a problem.’

			‘You think?’

			‘I’m not sure what he took but he got so paranoid.’

			‘Pretty irrational, I’d say.’ 

			‘I was scared for him. I thought I could fix it.’

			Toni shot her a look.

			‘I know – I’ve been making excuses for a long time. I do know people think I’m an idiot, but no-one knows how we were together, what he was like. Nobody knows him like I do.’

			‘Yeah, but people can see what he’s become. And it’s not pretty, Caro.’

			She cried hard then. 

			‘I’m so angry with him for fucking it up. I feel so stupid.’

			Toni put an arm around her. ‘You’re not stupid. You’re a good person, Caro.’

			

			In the morning, another note. 

			Back around three. Stay if you like.

			Caro ate a hunk of cake. Left the rest in the fridge. Stripped the spare bed and put the sheets in the washing machine. Drove home.

			

			Back at the flat she felt the same. Danny was still everywhere. She lay on the sofa, decided to stay awake all night – thought maybe it would reset her. She slipped in and out of sleep. Danny’s body misshapen, twisted in the blankets on the floor. The furniture was all lumps and ghosts. She grabbed at the sofa to tether herself. Her heart jumped in her chest. She turned on all the lights and packed some things. 

			As the sun rose, she locked the door behind her and, though she was still angry with Ines, she drove to her parents’ house in search of some kind of comfort. 

			

			Sleeting rain threw itself in her face as she climbed out of the car and tore across the front garden, her overnight bag clasped to her chest. She quietly let herself in. Made up a plate of cheese and sliced apple, headed for bed. Listened for hours to the beat of the storm against the corrugated-iron roof. 

			When she woke it was already afternoon, and the beat was less insistent. She pretended to be asleep when Jon delivered a cup of hot chocolate to her bedside table. He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. ‘You’re going to be okay, kiddo.’

			When, finally, the rains abated, she snuck down the hall, grabbed her old gumboots from the laundry. She let herself out the door and tiptoed across the driveway, took slow, heavy steps across the sodden paddock, watching the ground for dips, careful not to let the cold, slick mud reach the top of her boots. Rain shook from the trees like trickles of water from fingertips. 

			The waterhole had stretched, water spilling across the yellowed grasses so that a marshy squelch ringed its perimeter. Tannin stained, like over-brewed tea. At the fringes thick, black tadpole bodies that looked as though they too had swollen with so much rain.

			She lay in the grasses, arms dipped deep in the cold water. Icy seep of marsh through her clothes, on her skin. A return to before-times. She traced the velveteen bottom of the waterhole, small, smooth stones against her fingertips. Watched rippling water shift the place where reeds transitioned from below the surface and into the air. She felt for the tiny particles dispersed by her hands, watched them fall through the water like rain through sky.

			Daylight had mostly bled from the day. The house was empty. She was soaked through, shivering. She stripped in the bathroom and breathed in the mud-funk aroma on her skin. Ran a hot bath, then gingerly lowered herself in. The sharp sting of cold turned to fire – shot spears of pain through her feet, up her legs.

			

			In the morning, she made herself a cup of peppermint tea and poured it into a thermos. Went back to the waterhole. She lay in the reeds and listened to the lilting sound of wind across the water. Thought about when she and Danny were just friends – so many hours by the waterhole, drawing and looking up scientific facts in books from the library, telling each other silly jokes, then making art and food with Diane.

			Arms coated in silt, memories pooled in her mind. Tadpoles, half-formed frogs, the slimy globules of eggs stuck to the rushes like sacks of jelly. Crunchy balls of flowers near the top of each bulrush – brown baubles that disintegrated in your palm after you ran your hand up the stalk. 

			They’d grown into themselves right here, charting the transitions of tadpoles to frogs. It was hard to draw breath without feeling every part of it right in her core. 

			It was true, Danny hadn’t been himself for ages. He’d been disappearing for a long time, but he wouldn’t do this. She thought of the shapes their bodies had formed in those early years, imprinted in the sediment. She tried not to imagine the shapes his body might make in death.

			Back at the house her parents were preparing breakfast.

			‘Eggs?’ Her dad was wearing a frilly apron with the slogan Kiss the Cook.

			‘I had tea.’

			‘You should eat something.’

			She sat with them and ate a poached egg with toast, licked yolk from her fingers and swallowed it down.

			

			In the days that followed, she saw him in between the trees, felt the bed beside her dip with his weight, the heaviness of his arm and leg slung across her, holding her in place. She told Ines, who said, ‘Oh, Carolina’ and wrapped her arms around her. But her mother didn’t understand it was more than imagining. There was the smell of Danny’s sweat on her pillow; a dark, curly hair in her bed.

			‘I’ll make you a doctor’s appointment,’ Ines said.

			Caro shook her head. 

			

			She walked to the waterhole every morning. Arrived in the dark, watched the rising sun paint cloud shadows across the water. She asked her mother to buy her a sketchbook. Drew rudimentary images – clusters of tadpole eggs. When the time came for hatching, she bought a new bucket and put it next to the rickety old cupboard so that, later, she could lie in wait for tadpoles like they used to.

			She dipped her hands into the cold water, let them warm in the silty base. When the wind thrummed in the reeds and shook the long, weepy strands of the willow, she heard Danny whisper. He said her drawings were coming along, then sniggered. He said, Thanks for not giving up on me. And she felt like a fraud, because she had given up on him. Long before he’d disappeared.

			She worried she was losing her mind. Wondered whether it might have been contagious, Danny’s fractured thinking in those last months before he was gone. Something in the mushies? Something else?

			

			Her mother had procedures booked at the hospital up north and her father had a charter in the Northern Territory. Neither could cancel, so it was decided she’d go to Col’s. 

			Col opened the door wordlessly, gave her a quick, tight hug. ‘Bed’s still made up.’

			She walked down the hall into Danny’s room, dropped her bag on the rug. 

			‘Hungry?’

			‘Yeah, I think I am.’ She followed him to the kitchen.

			Col pulled pots out of cupboards, got out the breadboard and gestured to a French stick. She took the serrated knife from the block and sliced the bread into rounds.

			‘Butter?’

			‘Don’t tell my doctor.’ Col looked rueful.

			They ate soup at the table, Caro on her usual chair like old times, and Col on the big chair at the end.

			She was hungrier than she’d realised – barely came up for breath as she made her way through the deep well of fish soup. It had been years since she’d had Col’s salted butter with minced onion. The taste of it melting on bread, which she dipped in the soup, was the taste of memory. The Portuguese dinner with Diane. Danny grinning between the reeds. Nostalgia, then the boulder of loss pulling her under.

			‘Some days I think I’m getting used to it already.’ Col put his spoon down. ‘It’s when I go looking again.’ 

			‘Have the police said anything?’

			‘They still reckon he’ll turn up.’

			‘Got any beer?’

			As Col levered himself out of the chair, she noticed how much he’d shrunk, the tentative way that he moved, and she felt a deep tenderness for this man who had been a part of her life since she could remember.

			He put two stubbies on the table and she twisted the top off both. ‘To Danny.’ She took a long slug of beer.

			

			She’d been at Col’s for almost a week. Had thought they’d pore over photo albums, reminisce, but, apart from the first night, they didn’t talk about Danny at all. As though her being there was enough. Or perhaps talking about him would be too much for either of them. Regardless, Danny was always there.

			Caro made porridge for their breakfast. Some nights she made apple crumble. One night, golden syrup dumplings, which had been one of Danny’s favourites – but after all of the work, they could only watch the dumplings sit in their bowls, soaking up cream.

			Mostly she thought she was okay, but sometimes when she was lying on the sofa, or dunked below the surface of the bathwater, she felt Danny’s heft, pushing the air from her lungs. Indelible mark of the contours of his body on hers.

			

			Finally, she asked Col if it would be okay if she went through Danny’s things.

			‘Course. Expected you already had.’

			Inside the cupboard – old coats he’d worn at school. Football boots jammed into the corner. A memory, like film – Danny, Jiti and Sonya leaping for a mark on the oval at school. The three of them in a groaning heap, the ball bouncing away. Danny rolling onto an elbow, taking Jiti’s head in his hands and kissing his forehead. Then they’d yanked her to the ground. Hugged her so tight that she couldn’t breathe. Kisses on her cheeks, the top of her head, her shoulders. 

			The pressure of Jiti on top. After, lying on the grass ignoring the bell, all of them aware of the perfection of the moment, none of them prepared to break its spell.

			Now, she reached down to touch the boots’ leather tongues, flicked her fingers across the laces. 

			The weight of memory in her chest was unbearable. She closed the cupboard and left. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 26

			Caro went back to the flat. It was cold, bereft of life, smelt stale. She left the back door open. Made hot chocolate, then sorted through the mail. Threw pamphlets in the bin. Opened the electricity bill and smoothed away its creases. 

			There was a letter marked Urgent in bold red text. The third in a set, the earlier ones of which had been marked Important and Reminder. She’d been putting his mail aside since he’d disappeared. First on the bench next to the toaster, then, as the pile grew, on top of the fridge. She took the stack down, tore them open. The registration was due on the Corolla. If she was going to keep driving it, like Col had suggested, she’d have to dip into her savings. 

			There were several letters from the faculty of fine arts. Warnings about attendance and failure to submit assignments. A notice saying Danny was no longer eligible to pass the year. None of them mentioned deferral. They all included details of a counselling service. 

			

			She threw envelopes in the bin, noticed a picture of a bright green tree frog. Her stomach flipped as she retrieved a postcard from between pamphlets. She bit her lip, expelled a long breath. Turned the card. Danny’s writing. Shaking hands, she placed it on the bench.

			Pretty hot up here. 

			’Specially on the site. 

			Good though. 

			Miss you. 

			♡

			Danny.

			She retched over the sink. Dropped to the floor. Tried to breathe through it. Make it make sense. She grabbed the postcard from the bench, but her eyes were blurred and she couldn’t read. 

			She went into the lounge and took the phone from its cradle. Fat fingers – she couldn’t bring Col’s number to mind. She closed her eyes. Slow, deep breaths. 

			She looked at the card again, scanned the postmark. Hope fell through her gut when she saw it was dated from months ago, back when Danny had gone up the coast for work with Ted. 

			She lay on the floor, curled into herself. 

			Later, in the kitchen, she pushed bread into the toaster and opened the last letter. A speeding fine from a few days after he’d disappeared. Well before she’d begun to drive the Corolla. She looked out the kitchen window at the car. Thought the date must be wrong. Wondered if she was truly going mad.

			She forced herself to stay the night. Didn’t sleep. Sifted through Danny’s things for answers. 

			

			In her dream, the music was all bass. The flat crowded, everyone wearing caps. She was certain one of them must be Danny. It was the kind of thing he might do, come back that way.

			She went from person to person, tilting visors to reveal faces. Smiling faces. Wordless. Then the people started moving around and she lost track of who she’d checked. She screamed for them to stop, but nobody reacted. She was in the bedroom next and the music was softer. The outlines of a body under the covers, but when she dragged them back there were only pillows and a speaker playing ‘Stayin’ Alive’ on repeat. 

			She woke in a sweat. Sat on the sofa and watched sunlight scroll across the river. Her body yearned for the water, but she didn’t trust herself.

			

			She went to the student union, made an appointment with a counsellor. Visited the admin office and got deferral forms. As the first counselling session drew closer, she picked up the phone and put it down again several times a day. Decided she definitely wouldn’t go. But Danny was everywhere.

			She needed to get away from the flat, but she didn’t want to stay with her parents or Col. Felt strangely compelled to be there in case Danny came back. None of it made sense. 

			The night before the appointment, she lay for hours staring at the ceiling. Sleep finally claimed her exhausted brain just as the sun was rising.

			

			Georgia had agreed to meet her for lunch. Caro arrived early, waited on the steps outside the uni bar and plucked dandelions from between the cracks in the pavers. Picked their petals off one by one. 

			

			When the bar opened, she ordered two beers and sat at a small table in the corner. She’d finished both beers and bought two more by the time Georgia rushed in, her mess of wavy hair flailing about her shoulders.

			‘Sorry I’m late. This close to exams, the queue for the photocopier was killer.’ 

			Caro handed her a beer.

			‘Cheers,’ Georgia said.

			They clinked glasses, sipped their drinks. Pulled faces to change the shapes of their beer moustaches.

			‘God, it’s good to have you here. I don’t want you to feel bad – but, seriously, everyone else is shit.’

			Caro winced. ‘I’m not sitting the mid-year exams. Also, I’ve deferred.’

			‘That’s good.’

			‘For the rest of the year.’

			‘Right.’ Georgia nodded.

			‘I don’t think I’ll be able to take the room next year, sorry.’

			Georgia waved her hand. ‘Don’t worry about it. It would have been fun, but I get it.’

			‘Do you think I’m losing it?’

			‘We’ve all lost it, babe. And, fuck, if you don’t have a right to lose your shit, I don’t know who does.’

			Georgia got a container of meats and cheeses out of her bag. ‘Want some?’

			Caro shook her head.

			‘Good.’ Georgia folded slices of mortadella in quarters and stuffed them in her mouth. ‘This is so fucking delicious.’ She touched Caro’s arm. ‘Don’t ever tell me what’s in it.’ 

			Caro laughed.

			

			‘I mean it. You know I love you. But this is my first love.’ She ate the rest of the meat. 

			‘Tell me what’s happening with you,’ Caro said.

			They talked about Eli. Whether or not Georgia should get a fringe.

			Then a pause.

			‘Do you miss him?’

			Caro frowned. ‘No. Yes.’ Pulled her cardigan tight. ‘I’m scared for him.’

			

			The counsellor’s room was neat. Bookshelves stuffed with psychology books. Framed affirmations on the wall. 

			Caro sat on the sofa and felt like a fraud. ‘I don’t know why I’m here.’

			He nodded. ‘That’s okay.’

			Clean-shaven, Ben was one of those men who cultivated the casual look. She imagined him in the bathroom between appointments, turning up his shirt sleeves, checking his teeth in the mirror. 

			‘My boyfriend’s missing.’

			He uncrossed his ankles, crossed them the other way, and then made a quick scrawl on his notepad. ‘How long?’

			‘Couple of months.’

			‘Has this happened before?’

			‘Not really.’

			‘What do you mean by that?’

			‘It was only ever a day or two. The police think he’s taken a trip.’

			‘You don’t?’

			‘He might be dead.’ The words fell out of her mouth like crumbling teeth. ‘Anyway, I think I might be going mad.’

			

			‘What makes you think that?’

			She told him she couldn’t sleep. He nodded. Asked open-ended questions, the way Georgia’d said he would. Wrote more notes.

			At the end of the session, he signed the form to approve late deferral for this semester. Asked for her doctor’s details, saying he’d send them a fax – in case she wanted a prescription. Something to help her relax, get some rest. Just until things resolved themselves. Then they made another appointment. But she wasn’t sure she was going back. Wasn’t sure how it would help. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 27

			Danny was fainter. Less frequent. Now, when Caro saw him, he was mostly outline, hardly ever fully formed. She’d had another session with the counsellor, thought it might be helping, but she still felt unwinged. 

			She turned the packet of benzos in her bag like a promise – some kind of talisman. She wanted to take them, but was worried she’d become reliant. 

			She went to her parents’ place for dinner. Her mother had a rare weekend off work. Slid an envelope across the table. ‘A present.’

			Caro left it next to her glass while she ate. She wasn’t really hungry, not in the mood for company, but her dad had insisted she come over. 

			Ines cleared the plates. ‘So, Carolina. Are you going to open that?’ 

			‘Come on. Put your mother out of her misery.’

			Caro dug a fingernail under the flap, dragged it along slowly so as not to tear the paper. She unfolded the itinerary. 

			‘It was your father’s idea.’

			

			‘You don’t have to go, of course,’ he said. 

			She caught her mother throwing him a glare, before she added, ‘And you can change the dates.’

			‘We’d planned it for your twenty-first, but we thought now might be better.’ Jon grimaced.

			‘Wow!’ Caro couldn’t decide if the ticket to Lisbon was an act of desperation or faith. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Good-o, then. Time for cake.’ Jon sliced great hunks of vanilla cake and handed each of them a piece with a napkin. 

			

			She gave notice on the flat. Forged Danny’s signature rather than try to explain. Her mother wanted to help. But she packed the flat alone. Threadbare and stained towels went in the bin together with stacks of notebooks in which Danny had scrawled unintelligible junk. She ferried the things she wanted to keep to her parents’ garage. 

			The flat was almost empty. Furniture sold. Remnants of her life with Danny dragged into strangers’ utes. Angelo brought coffee and liqueurs. Insisted on taking her rubbish out to the bins. Derek at his heels, licking Caro’s legs. Bittersweet comfort.

			She packed Danny’s things into the Corolla last. In the end there’d only been four boxes. Clothes mostly. An engraved hipflask she’d given him for his eighteenth, his teddy, a stack of vinyls. Diane’s locket. 

			She’d worn the locket while she packed and cleaned, the filigree heart resting against her breastbone. Flicked it open and ran her finger over the picture of Diane holding Danny as a baby. 

			When she was finished, she pulled it over her head and wound it around his teddy. 

			She took the boxes to Col’s and they went through them together. Had dinner.

			‘It feels like the end of an era,’ Col said.

			‘Just a lacuna.’

			‘Or a segue.’

			They cleared the table. She washed. He dried.

			‘Will you play something?’

			Col winced.

			‘You don’t have to.’

			‘Nah, I want to. Just a bit emotional, love.’

			She made them hot chocolates and sat on the end of the sofa that wasn’t Danny’s. Col perched on the edge of the old armchair. By the time he’d finished ‘Danny Boy’ the two of them were howling. Then Col took Diane’s necklace from his pocket. 

			‘I want you to have this.’

			She hugged him. ‘Do you think you could keep it for me till I get back? I’d never forgive myself if I lost it.’

			‘Course, love.’

			

			Leaving felt unfathomably difficult.

			At the door she asked, ‘Will you be okay?’

			‘I think I’m meant to ask that.’ He drew her into a hug then held her at arm’s length, the pressure of his fingers on her biceps both reassuring and almost unbearable. ‘I’m going to miss you.’

			‘I’ll write. Send my number.’ She bit the inside of her lip to keep herself together.

			‘You better.’

			Before she got into the car she turned back. Col looked small under the light on the porch. 

			‘Love you, Col,’ she called.

			‘Love you too.’ He blew a kiss. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 28

			Emerging from Immigration at Lisbon airport, she scanned the crowd. Spotted a placard with her name on it held high above the head of a stocky man who looked much like her uncle but was not. She picked her way through the throng and stopped in front of him.

			‘Olá,’ she said.

			‘Señor Bernardo is in a meeting. I will drive you to Manique de Cima.’ He took her backpack.

			She followed him outside – concentrated on keeping up, staying upright as the walkway seemed to flex and roll beneath her. It was a relief when he flipped open the boot of a car and placed her backpack inside, then opened the rear door and closed it after her. She fastened her safety belt, sank into the seat and closed her eyes. Let herself slip. 

			She was dozing, the hum of traffic woven into her dream – Danny navigating hairpin turns up the mountain. Woke as her head slammed against the side window. 

			

			The driver was winding his window down. Then he shouted, gesticulating. Banged the heel of his hand against the steering wheel. The knot of traffic eased. He looked at her in the rear-view mirror as she righted herself.

			‘I am sorry.’

			‘It’s fine,’ she said, heart battering her rib cage. 

			She opened her window and, taut with adrenaline, stared without looking the rest of the way. 

			Within thirty minutes, they’d wound up into the hills, past increasingly large houses and tree-lined lanes. They drove into an entrance way and the driver spoke into an intercom. Large gates swung open revealing mature gardens set out in pockets, like separate rooms, each furnished differently. Beyond it, a two-storey whitewashed mansion, partly obscured by swathes of bright magenta bougainvillea.

			‘Wow.’ 

			The driver turned to her and winked. ‘Sim.’

			

			She’d met Uncle Bernardo, Aunt Sofia and her cousins years earlier when they’d visited at Christmas. They’d had lunch in the garden because there hadn’t been enough room for everyone inside. Antonio was thirteen, Luisa twelve, Matias a tiny five-year-old. At ten, Caro had been awed by the way her cousins slipped easily between languages.

			They’d made up plays. Fashioned a tent by pegging sheets and old curtains to the washing line – put camp stools inside it. They left Matias with the adults, except when he was needed to play the baby in the crib, when they would dress him in a toga they’d made from old cot sheets. The adults were issued gum-leaf tickets and made to watch their performances.

			

			Late in the evenings, when they were supposed to be sleeping – while the parents were still up drinking wine – Antonio had taught Caro Portuguese words that Luisa whispered were bad. Antonio twisted the skin on his sister’s arm until it was deep red and she promised not to tell.

			

			Caro was barely out of the car when the family spilt from the front door. 

			Her aunt clapping. ‘Finally, you are here.’

			Luisa – tall, with dark hair halfway down her back. Antonio – stubble-faced, leaning against the doorframe, looked her up and down. Then a skinny teenage boy with wild hair threw his arms around her.

			‘I am so happy.’ He kissed her on one cheek then the other and squeezed her tight.

			Caro laughed. ‘Hi.’

			‘I’m Matias. You will like me the best.’

			Warmth spread in her chest.

			

			In the first days she struggled with jetlag. Felt estranged moving about the house. But they were easy with her. School and university had just finished for summer break and everyone was slow to rise, took siestas in the afternoon – or any time the need was felt. Luisa taught her to make espresso in the stovetop coffeepot. Antonio cooked her omelettes for breakfast, no matter the time of day. Matias made up funny songs and, when she didn’t laugh, mimed a slow and excruciating death until she did.

			While her uncle and aunt were at work, the four of them lounged by the pool and, when the heat became too much, took refuge in the music room. Relaxed on the enormous sofa and slumped into beanbags. Riffling through stacks of vinyls, they sang along to Bob Dylan and Cat Stevens. Some nights after dinner Matias strummed his guitar. She thought of Col as he plucked out new arrangements of the songs he was writing. 

			They sat into the small hours, crafting lyrics in a mash of Portuguese and English, which Matias called ‘Pinglish’. Antonio brought plates of cheese and dried orchard fruits, and Luisa opened bottles of port, which they sipped from tiny stoneware cups. 

			One night, her uncle brought out old family albums. Photos of him and her mother as children, and they all laughed at the old-fashioned clothes they were wearing. Their hairstyles. As they flicked through the pages together, Caro felt like she belonged. 

			Another night, Antonio said, ‘What happened to your boyfriend?’

			Caro felt suddenly self-aware. ‘I don’t actually know.’ It seemed so strange to say it out loud. She didn’t want to think about Danny. Wanted to pretend none of it had happened.

			‘Yeah, well, mine left me for someone else,’ he said. ‘I think it’s worse to know that.’

			‘Nio! He doesn’t mean that,’ Luisa said.

			‘It’s okay.’

			‘Saúde to that.’ Antonio topped up their cups and they drained them.

			‘Anyway, Nio, Carlos was always an arsehole,’ Matias said.

			Luisa nodded. ‘Yep.’ Then she swooped and swayed in front of them while Matias played and sang.

			

			Friends of Luisa and Nio’s appeared from universities abroad and up north. Matias away with a buddy. The atmosphere shifted as everyone converged on the house. Helped themselves to food, coffees. Wine. Dozed in beanbags, sunloungers. She was surprised by how comfortable they all were. It made her nostalgic for the old days at Jiti’s bungalow – the way they’d known each other, or thought they had. 

			She was introduced. Too many people, too much wine. Struggled to remember names. Was surprised by the sharp need in her groin as strangers rubbed sunscreen into her skin. 

			She closed her eyes to the sun. Drifted on a stream of melodic language shaped by nasal tones, punctuated by laughter. Sound of bodies dropping into water washed her back to the river. Blackmans Bay. 

			Again and again, she turned her mind away, tried to stay in the now.

			They played records on the old turntable in the pool house, ate sun-warmed peaches plucked from the orchard behind it. Soft fuzz, sweet tender flesh. Juice dripped down their chins and through their fingers. They wiped their hands on the grass, rinsed the stickiness into the pool. 

			Nio and his friend Gaspar twined together. French kissing in the water then moving to the pool house and drawing the blinds. Emerging later to pin-drop into the deep end, open another bottle of wine. 

			In the evenings, Sofia and Bernardo joined them to drink wine by the pool. Sofia checked how many for dinner. Instructed the maid. Later, as evening drifted in, they pulled on light jumpers, long pants. Mosquito candles were lit.

			They ate on the terrace. Bernardo, at the head of the table, segued between gentle teasing and drawing out serious discussions about politics, the power of information. When the conversation strayed into philosophy his face lit up as arguments were bandied about the table. People talking over each other. Laughter. After the food was finished, Bernardo and Sofia made their way around the table. Kissed cheeks and retired inside. 

			

			One night, there’d been twelve for dinner. Then more of Nio and Luisa’s friends arrived. Hours of drinking. Dipping in and out of the pool. Warm summer air like a soft blanket.

			Caro followed Luisa into the kitchen.

			‘This is great,’ Caro said.

			‘Don’t be fooled by it. Everyone has shit.’ Luisa handed her two bottles of white wine, grabbed another two. As she followed Luisa back outside, through the bougainvillea-threaded arbor, across the perfectly manicured lawn, Caro tried to push away the sense of being admonished – a flash of Danny pontificating that night at the flat with Sonya and Jiti. Again with Toni. 

			She filled her wine glass. Sank into a beanbag in the pool house. Watched her cousins and their friends. The way they moved so comfortably in this ridiculously privileged environment. She wondered if any of them understood how lucky they were. She drained her glass. 

			Luisa sat on the floor next to her. Lightly touched Caro’s knee with her fingertips.

			‘Do you remember when we met in Australia?’ Luisa asked.

			‘Of course. I thought you were so cool,’ Caro said. ‘I couldn’t believe you could speak more than one language.’

			Luisa laughed. ‘I wanted your life.’

			‘And I wanted yours.’ 

			Luisa poured more wine. 

			‘You should come visit sometime,’ Caro said.

			

			‘I’d like that.’

			They drank more wine. Then Luisa was snoring. Head slumped on Caro’s shoulder. She closed her eyes and dozed.

			When she’d think back on this time later, Caro would remember it mostly in montage. Elastic days pulled long through night, snapped back into place the following morning. Bodies curled on the grass by the pool. Like sculptures. The pervading sense of belonging. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 29

			They drove to the holiday house in the Algarve. Arrived late in the evening and went straight to bed. Caro was given a room at the front of the house. Tiled floor, a double bed with ridiculously beautiful white linen, a large cane chair and French doors leading onto a small terrace. A gate to the village. 

			In the morning, she peeled the doors open. Framed by an impossibly blue sky, the tiny village was perched on a clifftop, hemmed by a crumbling fort and a church with a huge brass bell. All of the buildings whitewashed and adorned with bright-blue shutters. It was like waking up in a movie. 

			They ate breakfast, then packed for the beach – towels, blankets. Her aunt’s basket. Then made their way down a winding gravel path and waded across the lagoon. Tramped through the sand and settled in a sheltered spot a few hundred metres up the beach.

			Matias ran into the sea and shrieked. Returned wearing a seaweed wig.

			‘Am I beautiful?’ He posed, hand on hip, pouting. 

			

			Luisa rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, Matias. So, so bonito.’

			Sofia laughed. Nio blew a kiss at Matias. Jogged off down the beach. Left the rest of them to sunbake.

			Sofia and Luisa, topless, were bemused by Caro’s insistence on wearing a bikini top.

			‘You’ll have lines in your tan,’ Luisa argued.

			Caro didn’t want to admit to being self-conscious, acutely aware of fifteen-year-old Matias. ‘I don’t mind.’

			Caro’s skin hummed with heat. Matias, next to her, sat cross-legged, strumming out compositions he said were ‘delivered by the wind’. Sun-warmed, she tried to store it in her mind. Let herself slip. 

			Then Nio was standing next to them panting and gulping from a water bottle. Half awake, she peered up through her fingers as he walked towards the water and threw himself into the sea. Watched as he bobbed beyond the break. Wondered what shit he’d been through. Knew it was impossible to understand someone else’s wounds. To fully know them.

			When Nio returned from the sea, he distributed tiny tubs of yoghurt and bunches of grapes from Sofia’s basket, which they devoured wordlessly. As the others lay on their stomachs to even up their tans, Caro walked into the gentle waves.

			The Atlantic was warm, and almost viscous with salt. Floating, she hooked her hands behind her head and closed her eyes, listened to the pops and swooshes of underwater sounds. The sun was bright through her eyelids, yet tender. It was altogether different to the sun back home, which was fierce and harsh. She rocked gently on the waves until the others broke the serenity, whooping and splashing. Shrieking laughter.

			For the next few hours, the five of them dipped in and out of the waves. Read. Dozed. Drank bottles of chilled water. 

			Caro was barely awake when Matias pointed out dots in the distance, slowly moving towards them. 

			‘Bolas de Berlim are coming.’ He licked his lips. 

			The surf had picked up, and while the others waited Caro went back in. Duck-dived under waves, bodysurfed, then floated out behind the break, focused on the sensation of salt crusting on the parts of her body exposed to the air. She closed her eyes and tried to bring to mind the sharp stinging cold of the river back home. She moved her hands gently through the water, fingers fanned. It was soft and so close to body temperature that it was hard to tell where the boundary between skin and sea lay. The closest she’d come to the sensation was when she buried her hands in the silt at the base of the waterhole, or when Danny was inside her, their bodies undulating together as if melded. 

			A wash of sadness rolled through her. She took a breath. Pulled herself to the seabed. Counted until her lungs were desperate. Until there was no room for thought or emotion. 

			Finally, Nio’s calls brought her back in. ‘The tide is coming. You have to stay in the shallows now. Or on the beach. Anyway, it’s time to eat.’ 

			She followed him back to the others. They were watching a woman walking towards them. She was tiny, arms reaching high to balance the sturdy wicker basket resting on her head. 

			‘I hope she has enough.’ Matias was on his feet. He looked at Caro. ‘Some days, when it’s busy, they run out before they get this far.’ Matias clenched his fist and feigned rubbing tears from his eyes. ‘Soon, you’ll understand how sad that is.’ 

			Caro squeezed water from her hair and drew a sarong around herself. Watched the woman. Barefoot, she wore a long grey dress. A black scarf covered her hair, wound about her neck and tucked into the rope belted at her waist. She walked on the sand as though it were a firm and dependable surface, as though it did not shift with the winds and the tides. 

			The doughnut seller stopped by Sofia’s towel and placed the basket from her head on the beach, peeled back fabric to reveal about twenty plump donuts. Her face was deeply tanned, her teeth uneven. Caro was transfixed by her. 

			Sofia and the woman spoke rapidly. Broad grins. Hands gesturing wildly. Finally, the woman slapped her thighs and roared with laughter, and Sofia handed across some cash, then proceeded to lift all of the remaining bolas onto a tablecloth she’d taken from her basket.

			‘Obrigada,’ Sofia called as the doughnut seller headed back down the beach. 

			The woman lifted an arm into the air but did not turn around.

			Matias had devoured two doughnuts before the rest of them had begun, before he’d even sat back down.

			‘Will we wait for the fish?’ he asked Sofia.

			Sofia laughed, then shook her head. ‘Tomorrow.’

			Luisa turned to Caro. ‘Mornings and evenings are for fish; afternoons for bolas de Berlim.’ 

			By the time the doughnuts were finished, Caro felt deeply remorseful. ‘I can’t believe I ate three.’

			‘This is the problem with bolas de Berlim,’ Nio said. ‘It’s impossible to stop. Even when the stomach screams for mercy, the mouth commands more and more and more.’ He rubbed his rippled abs. ‘And who are we mere mortals to argue?’

			The swell rose, waves pounded the beach, and the North African winds picked up the sea and sprayed it across the sands. Her aunt stood and began to pack. They made their way back up the beach and waited their turn to pay one of the local boys to row them across the tide-deepened, wind-stippled lagoon. 

			As the boy rowed, her aunt wove a wrap tight around her shoulders. ‘I thought we might drive to Tavira for coffee tonight.’

			‘Sim!’ Matias fist-pumped the air.

			

			Back at the house they took turns showering, then lay on their beds and dozed the late afternoon away. When she woke, Caro wasn’t sure where she was. Heard Nio and Luisa talking in the kitchen. Nio was washing up, while Luisa made salad. Caro joined them. Sliced bread sticks, put the pieces in a basket, carried it to the rooftop terrace. Matias had already lit the barbeque and was busy grilling marinated chicken. Sofia brought a bottle of wine. Handed her a glass. She smiled, drank. Looked at the sea and told herself this life could fit her. 

			It was a subdued evening. Caro let the feeling of contentment settle. Smell of the sea mingled with smoke. She stared at the coals in the barbeque and listened to Matias play. 

			Time passed without seeming to. The teeth of cold bit her skin as the cloudless sky gave way to night. She was about to grab a jumper, settle back down by the barbeque with a blanket, when her aunt stood and clapped.

			‘We’ll leave in ten minutes.’ Sofia disappeared down the stairs. 

			Caro suppressed a yawn. ‘I thought she’d forgotten.’

			Then Nio and Luisa exchanged a look and Nio bolted down to his room, came back with squares of chocolate brownie.

			‘You made this?’

			Nio grinned. ‘It’s my specialty.’ 

			‘Aren’t we getting something at the cafe?’ Caro asked. 

			

			‘Yes, but it won’t be like this.’ Nio raised his eyebrows.

			Luisa had already demolished her piece. ‘Try some – it’ll be fun.’ 

			‘Hey, where’s mine?’ Matias had a hand out.

			‘This one’s not for you.’

			‘I’ll tell Mamãe.’

			‘Go ahead.’

			‘Come on. Just a small piece.’

			‘Fine.’ Nio broke a square in half, put one half in his mouth, gave the other to Matias.

			‘Puta,’ Matias said, chewing on the brownie.

			Caro wasn’t sure what to do. Since the day with the ambulance, she’d been afraid of everything but alcohol. But wasn’t this the point? To remake herself in her own shape, not to shape her life around the holes Danny had left? 

			She chewed the chocolate square into goo and swallowed.

			They piled into the car, animated by the promise of a change of scenery, a chance to watch strangers. Nio, Luisa and Caro were squashed up together in the back seat even though there was plenty of space. Everyone talked and no-one listened.

			They were sitting outside, at a cafe in the square, when it hit her. Suddenly the accents, the language, were like word caricatures – the long shadows cast by the lamps at the edge of the square seemed to stretch into oblivion. Caro felt light.

			The ride home was less fun – Sofia’s driving seemed like a roller-coaster and Matias wouldn’t stop talking. Caro had to stick her head out the window to manage the rising nausea. 

			

			The next morning, she woke as the sun was rising. Brain still a fuzz. Her limbs slow and heavy, like they didn’t belong to her. She sat up, but the room spun, so she let herself flop back. Pulled the smooth, thin sheet over her body. Closed her eyes and listened to the swoosh of the sea, the cries of gulls carried on the breeze. 

			She lay still and imagined she was watching the gulls swooping, fighting for the fish-guts the fishermen had cleaned from their catch and flicked onto the sand. She thought of Angelo. Derek. Thought about the symbiosis of it, the gulls and those men, each doing a job for one another. A contract formed from days, weeks, years. She wondered how many generations of fisher families, how many generations of gulls. It occurred to her that she was still properly stoned.

			When she woke again, the heat of the day had invaded her room. She turned the ceiling fan to its fastest speed and billowed the sheet until she was cool enough for sleep. Dozed the rest of the day away in swatches. She was vaguely aware, at some point, of Luisa sticking her head in, then talking to Sofia in Portuguese. The sound of car doors closing, engine starting. 

			The house was silent, and dusk was beginning to draw in when she made her way to the rooftop terrace. She leant on the wall and stared out to sea – the dark strip of lagoon separating the village from the low-slung dunes, from the sea. Soon the wind would turn cold. She put a match to the barbeque. Sat for a time. Stared at the licks of flame. The night they met Toni flickered into her mind, and there he was – Danny in their flat, by the waterhole, in hospital. 

			By the time the others arrived back it was almost dark and Caro, having finally emerged from the hash fog, was still on the terrace, sipping a glass of chilled white wine and staring out to sea. 

			

			Nio set down a steaming pot of pippies, and Luisa delivered fresh bread and a tray of pastéis de nata. 

			‘Are you feeling better now?’ Sofia asked.

			Nio gave her a look.

			‘Yes, thanks. I think I probably got too much sun yesterday.’

			

			The days accordioned together, and the long summer pressed in and out of itself. One day seemed as though it might last forever, the next as though it had slipped through a crack in time, disappeared almost before it had begun.

			Days eroded. Spent at the beach, or lazing under a fan in the lounge. One or more of her cousins slipping into her room in the morning, lying on her bed, chatting. Dozing. She had a sense of what it would have been like to have siblings.

			They continued to talk about everything and nothing. At dusk, they moved to the rooftop, ate, smoked, drank bottles of vinho verde. Wrapped themselves in rugs. Her aunt was always the first to go to bed. The rest of them staying up until no-one had spoken for minutes and one or more of them had succumbed to sleep. It felt both perfect and unreal. Some days she felt light enough to float away. Knew it couldn’t last. 

			

			All too soon the European summer petered out and the seams of the days folded in earlier. They spent fewer evenings on the terrace, crowded around the heater after dinner. She lay on her bed. Read. Sometimes Luisa read or snored next to her. She wrote postcards to her parents, to Col and Georgia. Matias, mired in the funk that was the end of the holidays, played guitar in his room. Melancholy songs – Nick Cave, Bob Dylan on repeat until all of them were begging him to stop.

			

			When the winds came, they were savage. Caro was shocked by the bone-creaking cold of it.

			‘It’s always like this,’ Nio said.

			It was why they went home for winter, as autumn threatened – headed back up to their houses and apartments in Lisbon. Her cousins had to return to university and school, her aunt to her business.

			

			Back at the quinta, two postcards on her bedside table. She resisted the urge to read them. Wished she was back on the terrace at Cacela Velha, where the sun melted her worries away. Where it was easier to pretend she was someone else.

			The days turned warm again. With Matias at school, Nio and Luisa at university, and her aunt and uncle busy with work, Caro was mostly alone. She tried to read but couldn’t hold the thread of any of the stories. She wondered if they were waiting for her to go home. Wondered what she was waiting for.

			Each day, she’d look forward to dinner, when they’d gather and talk about politics, music, which was the best wine. So different to rare meals with her parents, where the talk was friendly, but small. The discussions here mostly made her feel like she could remake herself. Like she belonged. Yet, some nights she felt tired. Conflicted. One night, after a heated discussion about the Romany population, she resolved to book her flight. In the morning, she opened the shutters to her room. Looked out over the orchard and hills. Her resolve to leave vanished. 

			She brought a pot of coffee back from the kitchen. Sat in bed and took the postcards from her bedside drawer. The first with a picture of a kookaburra laughing. 

			

			
			I’m not missing you at all,

			Georgia xx 

			

			Warmth in her chest. She smiled. Picked up the other postcard, image of a long curving beach, palm trees. On the back, Col’s message:

			
			Dear Caro,

			Hope you’re well.

			No news.

			Enjoy your holiday.

			Fondly, 

			Col x

			

			The day was still new. House quiet. She wandered into the orchard. Ran her hands around the trunks of olive and citrus trees. Traced the strobes of sunbeams on bark. 

			She was making more coffee when her uncle joined her in the kitchen. She poured him an espresso. He stirred in a spoon of sugar. 

			‘Don’t tell your aunt.’ He winked.

			She poured herself a cup and followed him to the table by the pool.

			‘I was thinking you must be bored.’

			A spike of anxiety in her chest. ‘I’m sorry, it’s time for me to go, isn’t it?’

			He shook his head, touched her forearm. ‘You can stay as long as you want. I only wondered if you might like some work for a while. We need a little help at the office. Filing mostly. Archiving. It won’t be very interesting. You could start next week – stay at the flat in Alfama. Only if you want.’

			Her heart settled. It felt like the perfect middle ground – a way of moving on without moving on.

			‘That would be amazing. Thank you.’

			He stood. Kissed her on both cheeks. When he smiled, there was something in his expression, in the way he held himself that reminded her of her mother. Somehow, it made her feel warm and safe.

			‘We’ll organise it tonight. Have a good day, bonita.’

			

			Early the next morning, Sofia shook her awake. ‘You have a telephone call.’

			Her gut dropped. She pulled on a robe and followed Sofia to her study.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Hello, love, sorry to bother you. Hope it’s not a bad time.’ Col’s voice sounded distant. Shaky. 

			‘Is everything okay?’

			‘Yeah. Just wanted to hear your voice.’

			She steadied herself against the desk. Sat.

			He talked about the gigs he’d been doing. Asked about Portugal, said it sounded amazing. He got quiet then.

			‘Col?’

			‘Someone left a message on the answering machine. Thought they saw him up north.’

			‘Did you call the police?’

			‘It won’t be him.’

			‘I know.’

			Pause.

			‘You still there, Col?’

			

			‘I’ve been thinking about Diane’s anniversary.’ His voice barely audible.

			‘Sorry?’ She wasn’t sure she’d heard him right. 

			‘It’s almost three years. I’ve been thinking it might be good to do something for the two of them.’

			‘A memorial?’ She felt ill. Panicky.

			‘Only if you’re going to be back, obviously.’

			She said, ‘Of course.’ Mind scrambling, then, ‘This call must be expensive.’

			He said, ‘Yes.’ Then, ‘Talk soon.’ 

			She hung up. Just made it to the toilet. Torrents expelled from her body in waves until nothing was left but the hiccoughing spasms of her gut turning itself inside out. She sat on the tiles. Sweat-drenched. Shaking. Tried not to think about Danny’s lifeless body. 

			When she trusted her legs to hold her up, she went back to her room and crawled into bed. Curled into herself and tried to sleep. 

			Over the two days that followed she swam incessant laps until her body threatened to sink and she hardly had the strength to pull herself out of the pool. Climbed the stairs to her room slowly and lowered her body into bed. Opened the packet of benzos and took one. Escaped her anxiety in the cocoon of sleep. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 30

			Her uncle and aunt’s apartment was a short drive from the port, up cobbled streets that narrowed as they wound towards the peak of the hillside. Gave way to tiny twisting thoroughfares and laneways too tight for the smallest of cars. Centuries-old buildings jutted at odd angles, closed in on them. Caro felt pinned to the slope, her legs jittery with nervous energy. By the time the driver stopped, she’d completely lost her bearings.

			‘This is as far as we can go. You don’t need me to walk with you?’ her uncle asked, looking at his watch. 

			‘I’ll be fine. I have Sofia’s map.’ 

			While the driver got her pack from the boot, Caro leant across the seat and kissed her uncle’s cheeks, right then left. Climbed out.

			‘Obrigada.’

			Heart ticking violently in her chest, she watched the retreating car until it navigated a sharp bend and disappeared. She stood next to her pack and wondered if she should have gone with him to the airport, flown home. But the conversation with Col had thrown her and, though she wasn’t entirely sure who she was here, she wasn’t ready to go back yet. 

			She slung the pack onto her back and her shoulder bag around her neck. 

			By the time she reached the apartment building she was sweaty and flushed. She put her bags on the footpath and waited until her breath calmed. Then she took the key from the tiny envelope Sofia had given her and opened the front door. Inside, the foyer was dark and cold. Caro turned the timer light on, pressed the button for the old cage-lift. Waited as it groaned its way down the building. When it hadn’t moved from two or three floors above for way too long, she gave up and climbed the narrow, uneven stairs to the top floor. Checked the apartment number and let herself in. Dropped her pack and lay, sweating, on the cool parquetry. 

			She’d seen photos of the apartment back at the house in Manique de Cima, but they didn’t do it justice. The views of the bay, the beautiful mess of off-white buildings and orange-tiled roofs woven across the hillside. 

			In the small kitchen she poured herself a glass of water and opened the ornate windows that sat like an artwork above the tiny table. In the lounge-and-dining area a set of French doors opened onto the next section of the panorama. There was even a view from the bathroom – a single door buttressed by the kind of wrought-iron guard you’d expect on a Juliet balcony.

			She climbed the stairs to the bedroom, stood on the bed and opened the miniature window above it. Looked down onto the cobbled alley, to shirts and underwear dancing in the breeze. Sun glimmering on sea. She lay on the bed and fell away.

			

			

			She focused on the beauty of her new living arrangements. Woke each weekday at seven, opened the French doors in the bathroom and showered with the curtain open. Let the warm water run down her body while she watched the sun turn the rooftops of the buildings below bright orange. She walked naked about the apartment until right before it was time to leave for work. Drank espresso, ate yoghurt. She’d been shopping with Sofia and Luisa, and every day she wore a knee-length black skirt and white tailored shirt with three-quarter-length sleeves. 

			She tied up her Converses, slung her satchel across her shoulder and around her neck so that it sat neatly at her side, bouncing slightly as she walked up the cobbled hillside towards her uncle’s office. 

			Every morning, as she left the apartment building, she wished ‘bom dia’ to her neighbours. Waved at the old men at the football bar across the road, who were always there drinking and playing chess or yelling at the television no matter what time she left or returned. 

			At the cafe next door to the office building, she bought two pastéis de nata. Stuffed one into her mouth whole and swallowed it before she made it up the second flight of stairs to the office door. She kept the other for morning tea – which she always ate at her desk so the others would think she was a good worker. That she wasn’t only there because of her uncle. 

			Some days after work she drank a glass of beer at the bar across the road from the apartment. While the regulars watched football on the small television mounted on the wall in the corner, she crunched on plates of milho frito and pretended to read. Pretended she was real.

			

			Fridays, Nio and Luisa, who were both studying in Porto for the semester, would meet her at the apartment in the early evening. The three of them sat by the French doors, drinking wine. Nio and Luisa with their backs to the view, like it no longer mattered to them or was perhaps so ingrained in their memories that they didn’t need to see it. 

			They’d debate what they should do. Nio always wanted to go clubbing, but Luisa complained she was too tired from the week. Sometimes they’d bring a friend or two, and Caro would make excuses when joints were passed around.

			

			One night Nio brought an old school friend. Paolo was visiting from London. He had dark hair, tight jeans. Caro kept imagining running her fingers through the waves of his hair, inside the waist of his jeans. She had to make herself breathe evenly to stop her voice from lifting pitch at the end of sentences. Her skin buzzed every time she looked at him. She reminded herself he was there for Nio.

			Caro got cheese and grapes from the fridge. The four of them finished three bottles of wine – Caro turning away every time Paolo popped a grape into his mouth. The stab of desire when he bit down made her lightheaded. 

			The four of them went to a bar, caught up with others. Caro had met most of them at the quinta before, but she couldn’t really remember who was who and where each of them fit in. She had a few polite conversations but then gave up to focus on drinking. 

			In the morning Nio and Paolo were asleep in the living area. Nio on the sofa, Paolo sprawled out on the floor. She crept into the kitchen and poured a jug of water to take back to bed.

			

			‘Olá.’ Paolo was sitting up, his bare chest exposed.

			She spilt some water on the rug. ‘Shit. You scared me.’

			‘Last night was fun.’

			Her face washed with heat as a vague memory of dancing at a club in Cascais surfaced. Drenched clothes, dance floor filled with foam, Paolo’s body. 

			‘Is it okay if I shower?’ he asked.

			

			He called the next day.

			‘Did I leave my scarf?’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘It’s what I am meant to say, no?’

			Caro floundered.

			‘Can I come over?’

			‘Yes.’

			

			She flew into the bathroom to wash and shave. By the time he arrived she’d lit a candle, thrown open the French doors and windows, and put on a singlet dress. She’d put on and then removed underwear three times. 

			When he buzzed, she let him up, then quickly looked under cushions for the millionth time. She knew there had been no scarf – and yet.

			The door was just closed and her dress was over her head, his T-shirt on the floor. Back to the wall, she pulled him against her, fumbled at the buttons on his jeans. 

			‘Do you—?’

			‘Yes.’

			She watched him roll on a condom. He hoisted her up and she straddled his waist as he slid inside. Moaning. Tongues in mouths. Sweat slipping from her armpits, running down the channel of her spine. Nerves sparking like fireworks. Every tract of her skin alive. The pleasure when she came was almost unbearable – a sharp pain in her chest like a heart attack. Pins and needles in her feet, down her arms. Paolo arched back and thrust a final time.

			He carried her, legs still wrapped around him, to the bathroom and lifted her down onto the tiles.

			‘Wow.’ He kissed her cheek.

			She laughed. ‘Yep.’

			He turned the taps and stepped into the shower, held his hand out to her. They stood under the warm water and rinsed. By the time he was washing her back, she was taut with desire again. She stroked him and watched the pleasure in his face, then turned to face the wall, guiding him. The second time was slower. He stopped before they were done, and they made their way upstairs without bothering to dry off. 

			It was when his head was between her legs that she thought of Danny. The way no-one had touched her like this since. The way she’d always thought sex with Danny was good – but this was something else. She pushed Danny from her mind, let go of inhibition. Gave in to the sensation. When, finally, Paolo let her return the favour, she’d come more times than she could count, her body was a shaking limp thing, and she was both gratified and relieved when he was done.

			They slept. In a sticky pool of bodily fluids, feet touching – single point of contact in the sun-drenched room. 

			

			After that, Paolo met her when she finished work, some days at lunchtime. They had sex, ate grapes and fed each other from pots of yoghurt. Drank wine during the day even when Caro had to go back to work. They washed each other’s bodies, and Paolo washed her clothes so that they would have more time when she came home from work to map one another’s bodies. 

			In the last week, Paolo began, after sex, to read to her. He read from a parallel text of Miguel Torga’s Trás-os-Montes. First in Portuguese and then in English, so that she fell asleep to the lilting sounds of the Portuguese language. 

			The day he returned to London, she kissed him goodbye in the bedroom. Said she didn’t want to see him leave. But when she heard the heavy door at the bottom of the building open and close, she couldn’t help herself. She leant out the kitchen window to watch him. 

			He looked up, waved and smiled. Walked backwards, continuing to wave until he had to turn the corner and was gone. 

			She sat at the kitchen table, let herself cry for a few minutes, then skolled a glass of wine. Called Nio to come and take her out.

			

			Each night of the week that followed, before sleep swallowed her thoughts, she’d lie on her bed and think about the strangeness of it all. How this foreign way of living was beginning to fit her, so that a sense of calm pervaded her movements, slowed her thoughts. Yet there was something discomfiting about it. A sense of fabrication. Like she was playing at being another person. She wondered if it would become too heavy over time, the weight of wearing someone else’s skin. Thought maybe she’d been doing that for a long time already.

			

			

			A postcard arrived from Col. Tiny back-slanting handwriting, like the words were trying to unwrite themselves.

			
			Dear Caro,

			I hope you’re well. 

			Nothing much to report here. 

			Saw this postcard of a frog and thought of you. 

			Fondly, 

			Col x

			P.S. Thanks for your postcard. I hope you’re enjoying your time there. 

			

			Out of nowhere, she imagined Danny up north. His loping walk. Wearing a tie-dyed singlet. Shorts. Bare feet, despite the heat of the ground. Bright frogs in the trees.

			She felt a shortness of breath. Hammering heart. Unwinged, she turned the postcard over. Placed it on the table. Ran her finger under the return address. Then traced the address of the flat. Imagined herself staying – but Paolo had gone, and her cousins were mostly away. The job with her uncle was about to finish.

			Her aunt and uncle had said she could stay as long as she wanted – come back anytime. Col had said he could sell the Corolla and send her the money. A growing pain in her chest. Too much energy in her limbs. She put her fingers to the body of her birthmark, traced the length of the tail. Like a trail home. She stared across terracotta roofs at the azure sea. 

			

			That night she called her aunt and uncle and told them she was going to apply to transfer universities. Needed to go home for a while to sort things out. She booked a flight. 
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Part four

			

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 31

			Her dad was at the front of the crowd, holding a welcome home sign. Caro kissed him on each cheek.

			‘Your mother wanted to be here.’

			Caro nodded. ‘Sure she did.’ She moved towards the baggage carousel. Pulled her pack from the conveyor. 

			In the car: ‘Tell me about your trip.’

			She told him how hot and beautiful it had been. That the family were great.

			‘Are you feeling any better?’

			‘Yeah, I am.’ She thought it might be true. Was hoping it would last.

			Then, back at the house: ‘Try not to be hard on your mother.’ 

			She dumped her pack in her old room.

			She wanted nothing more than to collapse and sleep. Instead, she showered. Lathered her body with a melon-scented soap her mother had often bought when Caro was younger. A small gesture designed to make up for Ines’s absences. 

			

			She dried her hair and torso. Thought about how her father had always been away more, but was somehow more dependable than her mother. She put a foot on the edge of the bath to dry her leg. As she rubbed her shin, the story her dad told about her birthmark played in her mind. How he was getting the hospital bag from the bedroom and when he came out to the lounge Ines was leaning over the kitchen bench, yelling. He’d flown across the room, just in time to catch Caro. At first, the mark had been a circle, but he’d smudged it into a tadpole shape when he’d caught her as she slipped from her mother’s body, slick with amniotic fluid and blood. Her tiny body a hair’s breadth from the floor. Ines had passed out. 

			He always put a hand to his chest when he told that part. Said he’d thought he was going to have a heart attack. 

			Then he told how she’d been born with dicky hips too. Was still tiny when the doctors put her in plaster, splayed her legs out like a frog’s. It was why she loved the waterhole so much, Jon said. 

			

			She’d just pulled on the clean pyjamas that had been left on the bed when her mother, stethoscope still hanging around her neck, appeared in the doorway.

			‘You’re here.’ Ines smiled, then took Caro’s face in her hands and kissed her on each cheek, as though she’d always done that.

			Caro laughed.

			Ines pulled her into a hug. ‘Welcome home.’

			Jon brought three huge slices of cake to the lounge room.

			‘God, this is good.’ Caro sucked cream-cheese icing from her fingers. 

			‘I’m just glad you’re home. Your mother hasn’t made a single cake since you left.’

			Ines poked her tongue out.

			

			‘Thanks – it’s great.’

			They talked about Portugal, family there. Ines smiled when Caro recalled milho frito and the pastéis de nata. Cacela Velha.

			‘They want you to visit,’ Caro said.

			‘Maybe we could all go,’ Ines said.

			Jon raised his eyebrows at Caro, gave a tiny thumbs up out of Ines’s line of sight. For now, it felt good to be home. She wished Georgia wasn’t away with Eli.

			

			Caro woke before dawn, opened the curtains and sat in bed watching the sun drag itself over the horizon. The day was bright. Clear. Cloudless blue. She emptied her backpack. Pulled on the sweater Paolo had left at the apartment in Alfama, and raised her arm to her nose, breathed in his smell. It felt traitorous. It smelt of home. She wasn’t sure how she was meant to feel.

			She went walking, in the opposite direction to the waterhole. Caught the scent of Danny, the memory of his voice, thought she saw him through the trees. Spikes of anxiety in her gut, she told herself it was only jet lag, her brain playing tricks. Concentrated on frogsong carried on the wind. 

			

			She went to see Col.

			‘How was Portugal?’

			She didn’t know what to say. Felt weirdly shy. 

			‘Good. Strange. Beautiful.’

			‘I hope I didn’t drag you back before you were ready.’

			‘I wouldn’t have missed Diane’s anniversary.’

			Col cleared his throat. ‘I know he was difficult, love.’

			Deep ache in her chest. ‘Yeah, but for a long time he was perfect.’ 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 32

			‘How are you feeling?’ Ines handed Caro another plate to dry.

			‘Alright. Bit tired.’

			‘How about otherwise?’

			‘I saw Danny.’

			‘Oh, Carolina.’ Ines pulled her rubber gloves off and put her arms around Caro. Then stood back, hands on Caro’s shoulders. ‘You know, no-one saw him the whole time you were gone.’

			‘I know. I’m just tired.’

			‘I think we should make you an appointment to see the doctor.’

			Caro nodded. Her throat constricted.

			‘I can give you something to help you sleep tonight.’ 

			Caro hugged her. ‘Thanks.’ It felt too late to mention the benzos she’d started taking in Portugal.

			

			When she was cleaning her teeth, she overheard her parents talking in their room.

			‘I think we should cancel our trip,’ Ines said.

			

			‘Why would we do that?’ Jon said.

			‘Caro’s seeing Danny.’

			‘Right.’ Then, ‘She’s probably jet-lagged.’

			‘Jon.’

			‘Okay.’

			

			In the morning, she told her mother she’d slept much better. Said she was going to town to sort out some uni paperwork. 

			‘I thought I might look for a flat,’ she lied.

			‘Maybe you should stay here for a while,’ Ines said. ‘Just until you’re feeling better.’

			‘Don’t worry about what I said yesterday. My brain was scrambled. I’m fine. Really.’

			

			Two days later her father broached the subject of their trip. 

			‘So, I’m not sure if your mother has said anything, but she has a conference in Brisbane next week and I’m flying some people around a cattle station in north-west Queensland.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘We were thinking of having a couple of weeks after at Mission Beach.’

			‘Like a holiday?’

			‘Mmhmm.’

			‘Mum?’

			‘Yep.’ He laughed. ‘But …’

			‘That’s great.’

			‘We won’t go if you need us to stay.’

			‘No. I’m fine. You should definitely go.’

			

			Light leaked from the sky as she waved her parents off. She went back inside and pressed her forehead to the lounge-room window. Stared until her eyes were glassy, the night fully drawn in. After so much time, it was strange to be alone in her childhood home. 

			She was full but ate leftover casserole for something to do. Lay first on the sofa then on her bed. When sleep didn’t come, she returned to the sofa. Considered driving to Blackmans Bay and swimming from shore until she had nothing left. Letting herself go. She thought she was okay, but these thoughts erupted now and then. Took her by surprise. Made her doubt herself.

			Interminable hours lying still, fidgeting, walking around the house. Finally, sunlight tinged the sky. She made a thermos of strong coffee, drove her dad’s car to the top of Kunanyi and walked to the lookout. Stood and stared until the memories of Danny became too much. 

			On the way back down, she pressed a CD into the deck and sang to the Eurythmics. She wondered briefly what Paolo was doing. 

			She thought about the places she would take him if he visited. Drove to Salamanca and parked. Walked up Kelly’s Steps to Hampden Street, past tiny colonial cottages and huge double-storey stone homes. She lay on the grass at Arthur Circus and stared at the sky. Felt out of place. She woke to the sensation of falling. Got up and made her way back down to the docks, wandered along the piers. Bought an ice-cream cone at Mure’s and headed towards the fine arts building. There was a sign for an upcoming exhibition at the Plimsoll Gallery, called Metamorphosis. She felt suddenly dizzy, nauseous. Steadied herself against the wall. She breathed slowly in and out her nose. Waited until she felt stable enough to rise then made her back to the car and drove home. She lay on the sofa. Slept until morning.

			

			

			For the next few days, she was restless. Needed to swim, but her brain was tired and she didn’t trust herself to drive. So many hooks for memories. She barely ate. Closed all the curtains. Lay flat on her bed and stared at the pattern on the ceiling until it rippled like wind on water. Slept as respite from the constant stream of memories. And when her parents called, she told them she was fine. Great, actually. 

			She thought about visiting Col again. Knew he’d be expecting her, but she was worried he’d see through her. Worried that being at his house might be too much. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 33

			Caro opened the front door to Georgia. Hugged her hard. 

			‘It’s so good to see you.’

			‘I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you got back,’ Georgia said. She got a bottle of wine out of her overnight bag.

			‘That looks fancy.’

			‘Yeah, not likely. It’s from my dad’s stash. Probably vinegar.’

			They laughed.

			Georgia dropped her bag by the door. Followed Caro into the kitchen. ‘This place is so lovely.’

			‘You should see my cousins’ houses in Portugal.’

			Caro opened and poured the wine.

			‘So, what have you been doing since you got back?’ Georgia asked.

			‘Not much,’ Caro said. ‘Trying not to lose my shit.’

			‘Fair enough. Have you caught up with anyone?’

			‘Nah. Holding out for you.’

			Georgia laughed. ‘Sounds right.’

			

			Caro put cheese and crackers on a plate and took some olives from the fridge. Carried it into the lounge.

			‘So, tell me everything.’ Georgia sat on the sofa. Her feet tucked under her. 

			Caro told her about the house in Manique de Cima. The Algarve. Paolo.

			‘So, remind me again why you came home.’ Half joking.

			‘Col wants to do a memorial.’

			‘Right. Fuck.’

			Caro closed her eyes and took a deep breath, blew it out her mouth.

			‘You okay?’

			‘Yeah, wine’s going to my head.’

			‘Me too.’

			‘What’s been happening with you?’ Caro asked.

			Georgia poured more wine. ‘I don’t know. Eli and I had the Queensland trip. That was fun.’ 

			‘I thought you only wanted him for his notes.’

			‘Me too.’ She laughed. ‘But – the sex is amazing.’

			‘O-kay. No offence, but I wouldn’t have picked it.’

			‘Seriously, too much information and all, but I don’t think I can ever have sex with anyone else now.’

			Caro went to the kitchen. Brought more olives, a jug of water.

			‘Enough about me. What’s it like to be home?’ Georgia said. 

			‘Weird. Really weird. I haven’t known what to do with myself. So, I’ve done all this weird shit, like drive up the mountain and walk around Battery Point. Fuck knows why. I even went down to the fine arts building. Can you believe there’s an exhibition coming up called Metamorphosis?’

			‘Now that’s a headfuck,’ Georgia said.

			

			Caro drained her glass. ‘Yep. I think I’m going to go see it.’

			‘Want company?’ Georgia asked.

			‘Yep.’

			They talked into the small hours. 

			

			In the morning, the kitchen bench was covered. Dried pasta sauce in bowls, smeared wine glasses. Caro swallowed a couple of painkillers and pulled on a new pair of rubber gloves. She tried to remember what she and Georgia had talked about last night. 

			She filled the sink with sudsy water almost too hot to bear, and scrubbed – first the wine glasses, then cutlery, then bowls. Plates crusted with cheese. When she dipped the pasta pot into the sink, water ran over the edge of the bench, down the cupboard. She plunged her hand beneath the suds to release the plug – water washed into the top of her glove and pooled at her fingertips, like sweat running into a gumboot. A swell of nausea rose from her stomach. She pressed her hands to the bench and breathed slowly until it passed. Slid onto the floor and hugged her calves tight. 

			She put on swimsuit, trackpants and windcheater. Left a note for Georgia and drove to Blackmans Bay. She’d meant to dive straight in. Felt a strange impulse to run. Up the beach, shifting sands under her feet. A strange buzz building in her legs. The world enveloped in the beating of her heart, the wave-like swoosh in her ears, the sting of cold air in her nostrils. She dropped her shoulders, tried to take even strides. Heat in her limbs, powerful and rhythmic – the kind of heat she used to feel when Danny was riding her, like an act of disappearance and perfect clarity. The kind she’d felt with Paolo.

			Then jagged breath, rubber legs. Sawing stitch in her side. She dropped to the sand as vomit gushed from her mouth and nostrils. Struggled for breath between heaves. Her heart thumping wildly. The beat of ‘Stayin’ Alive’ pulsed in her brain. Images of Danny. Under the covers, by the waterhole, somewhere alone – body unfriended. 

			When it was done, she spat, blew her nose and wiped her hands on the sand. Covered the vomit. Hoped no-one had seen. Then peeled down to her swimsuit and walked into the water. Head under. She concentrated on the pops and swooshes. The sounds of the world bereft of air. After, she lay on the sand, the taste of vomit in her mouth. She closed her eyes, listened for croaking. Imagined parting her lips, a frog leaping out. She couldn’t help wondering whether she would always feel unhinged now. 

			

			Back at the house, she was shaky, stuffed with cottonwool. Had a sense she might be everything or nothing. Felt unknown. Unknowable. Thought the madness had properly returned. 

			Georgia had opened the curtains. Left a note to say she’d gone to work. Caro made herself a tumbler of lemon cordial. Listened to cheerful messages from her parents on the answering machine. Tried to breathe like she was a normal person. Told herself she was only hungover, just needed rest.

			She slid a copy of Manon des Sources into the video player and got comfortable on the sofa, cushion under her head, blanket tucked around her body. She half watched and half slept to the sounds of water and its absence.

			By the time she woke, the day was waning, room awash with buttery light. She closed her eyes and again surrendered to sleep.

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 34

			Caro and Georgia went to the Metamorphosis exhibition. Stopped first for a drink at Shippies, which felt bittersweet but right. 

			‘Want me to hold your hand?’ Georgia asked.

			‘Nah. Maybe. I’ll let you know.’

			In the first room, a series titled Core. The first piece, a three-metre life-like sculpture of a man, thick with ropey muscle, wiry facial hair. Both commanding and fragile, it reminded her of a Gober sculpture she’d seen at an exhibition in Lisbon. 

			The pieces that followed were ever-diminishing versions of the same man. Had been placed around the room, circling inwards. The first two looked forward; the next three, round-shouldered, looked back as though each was trying to understand how he’d got there. The last of him was smaller in every way, almost childlike. Rake thin, loose skinned, scant toothed, bald. It was hard to tell if he was looking at the floor or trying to see into himself. 

			‘Well, that’s uplifting,’ Georgia quipped.

			

			‘Yep, and it’s not the end of it.’ 

			In the next room a wire cage of human bones hung in the middle of the room. Femurs and ulnas intertwined with clavicles and pelvises. Tarsals and metatarsals inside the skull. Inside the ribs. Extremities reaching for the centre.

			Caro felt outside herself. The sound of her heartbeat in her ears. She shook her head to bring herself back.

			‘I don’t get why the bones were suspended. Shouldn’t they be returned to the earth? I mean, that’d keep the metamorphosis going, yeah?’ Georgia said.

			Caro put a hand to her chest. ‘I think it’s about the space left behind.’

			‘Yeah, that makes sense,’ Georgia said. She reached out and squeezed Caro’s hand. 

			

			They went back to Georgia’s and drank a bottle of wine. Later, while Georgia snored, Caro lay next to her thinking about those bones. The patterns Danny’s bones might be making. Where they might be. She felt utterly alone. Unmoored. Despite the wine, she took a benzo.

			In the slip between sleep and waking came the whisper of water over stones, the scent of damp earth and eucalyptus carried on a light breeze. She turned onto her side, and to the familiar trill of a young firetail, she dropped away.

			In her dream she was beside Danny. They were by the edge of the waterhole, sleeves pushed up to their biceps, arms immersed in the cold, tannin-stained water. They were twelve, almost thirteen. Her toes at Danny’s calves, his feet resting back in the soft, yellow grass beyond the reeds.

			There was the bucket of tadpoles they’d caught, the heat on her face, and the small lumps under her nipples, which both of them were trying to ignore. She was telling herself nothing had changed. Nothing would.

			

			In the morning, when Georgia brought her a cup of coffee, she held her hand out to take it, unsure of where her body sat in space. She pressed her back to the bedhead and breathed slowly to steady herself.

			‘You okay?’

			‘Yeah. Bit dizzy.’

			Swishing sensation beneath her skin, in her organs, swimming her bones. She closed her eyes and tried to will it away. A spool of memory: Danny in the first week at their flat, bare chested, grinning, toothpaste dripping down his chin. The irresistible contours of his body. She wondered if it would ever stop – the clips from the past, the constant rupturing of peace.

			‘I really was going to break up with him,’ she said.

			‘I know,’ Georgia said, sitting on the bed next to her.

			Caro closed her eyes. Blackmans Bay – Danny rubbing the towel over her body. Pulling her to him. The feel of his heartbeat against her chest. Then the viscous water of the Atlantic.

			‘Do you think he’s dead?’ Georgia asked.

			‘I think so. Yeah. Probably.’

			They sat quietly for a while. Emotion quickened in her chest. When she opened her eyes, Georgia was looking at her.

			‘I’m sorry. That was a stupid question.’

			Caro shook her head. ‘It wasn’t.’ 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 35

			Caro made herself go to Col’s. Told him she’d been sick. Teary eyed, he hugged her. Then they sat outside by the brazier. Blankets on their laps, drinking hot chocolates.

			‘I wish he was here.’

			‘Me too,’ Caro said, meaning the old Danny. 

			‘Mostly, I try not to think about him,’ Col said.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘It makes me feel like a bad father.’

			‘Don’t say that.’ 

			

			Later in the evening.

			‘My mother always said curls spelt trouble.’

			She understood it, his need to make light of it. To loosen its horrible weight. She’d been over the reasons a million times. The death of Diane. Danny being Danny. Just because. It was a pointless yet compelling exercise.

			

			

			‘Some days I wonder if he was trying to get me used to it,’ Caro said.

			‘Sorry, love?’

			‘He went off on his own a lot those last months.’

			‘Right.’

			‘I wanted to blame the drugs, but I don’t know. It hurts my brain to try to work it out.’

			‘I think they were more a symptom than cause.’

			When Col nodded off, she doused the fire, then woke him. Made sure he went to bed before walking the long way back to her parents’ place so she didn’t have to pass the waterhole.

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 36

			Caro had been unsure about making the appointment, uncomfortable walking back into the therapist’s office. She’d hoped she wouldn’t need it. 

			Tucked into the corner of his sofa, she still wasn’t sure it was helpful. She arranged one of his fluffy cushions behind her back, pulled a blue mohair rug across her lap. Her hands were sweating. She rubbed the dampness on her jeans. It was months since she’d seen him. In Portugal, she’d thought she was getting better, but since she came home, she was less sure.

			‘How are you today?’

			She shrugged. She wanted to be able to say she was fine, that she probably didn’t need this.

			‘Caro?’

			‘Yeah, I’m okay.’

			‘You don’t seem sure. How have things been?’

			‘Same. Better, maybe. Portugal was good. A break.’ 

			‘But—?’

			

			‘I didn’t feel like myself.’

			‘What do you mean by that?’

			‘It was like I was living someone else’s life.’

			‘And how was that?’

			‘I don’t know. Good, then not good. Weird. I wanted it to feel right, but I wasn’t sure it was sustainable.’

			‘And since you got back?’

			‘I’ve slept a lot. Tried to keep my shit together.’

			‘Has that been difficult?’

			‘Kind of. No – you know?’

			‘No. Why don’t you tell me?’

			‘I got a prescription for benzos, like you said. Started taking them in Portugal. But I want to stop.’

			‘Have you?’

			‘Have I what?’

			‘Stopped.’

			‘Aren’t I meant to do it slowly?’

			‘Yes, but not everyone does.’

			‘Isn’t that bad?’

			‘It’s not a great idea. Can set you back a lot.’ 

			‘So, what do you think?’

			‘Were they helping?’

			‘I don’t know. I felt better for a while, and now I feel worse.’

			‘Do you think it might be because you’re back?’

			‘They make me feel weird.’

			‘How so?’

			‘Like I’m not properly tethered to myself.’

			He licked his fingers and bent forward to rub a mark from the top of his shoe.

			‘Could it be some kind of delayed side effect?’

			

			‘Unlikely. Have you changed your dosage? Missed any days?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Right.’ He leant back in his chair. ‘Well, I’m not sure now’s the time to stop. Why don’t we explore that more next time?’ 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 37

			With Georgia gone, it was lonely at her parents’ house. Caro called Col and asked if she could stay.

			‘Always,’ he said.

			He put fresh sheets on Danny’s bed and they slipped into easy routines. Col cooked breakfast, which they ate at the kitchen table, Col reading the quiz from the newspaper between bites of toast and slurps of tea. Caro did a couple of shifts at the local pub. Borrowed Portuguese tapes from the library and practised. Stopped in the late afternoon to make them dinner. She thought about going to the waterhole but couldn’t coax her legs to carry her there. 

			

			Col had gone out for the day and she was glad of it. She made herself a pot of peppermint tea and went into Danny’s room. It looked the same as the day they’d moved out. Same green bedspread. His CDs and books stacked on the small bookcase by the window. 

			

			Caro pulled books out, fanned their pages as though a clue might fall out. On the top shelf of the wardrobe, she found a stack of their old sketchbooks. Nine dog-eared, dirt-stained homages to their younger selves. She carried them into the lounge room. Immersed herself in the chronicles of their early years at the waterhole. 

			Danny’s drawings of tadpoles and frogs, bulrushes. The willow. Textured paper and charcoal. The markings from one page bled through to another. Her looping, showy cursive. A bubble of memory trapped in her throat. She rubbed at her chest to break it down.

			By the time she was up to the last sketchbook, what was left of the tea had gone cold. She unfurled her legs and massaged life back into the numbed flesh.

			The final sketchbook was one she hadn’t seen before. Had Danny’s name on the front, together with the word Private in large, dark text. She flipped it open. On the first page, a drawing of Diane. Exquisitely detailed, down to the fine eyebrows – she was sitting on the sofa, a mug in her hands. Her face angled towards the fireplace. 

			The other sketchbooks were all dated, but this one was not, and Caro tried to see, by the way Diane looked in each of the drawings, whether it was made before or after her death. She flicked through the pages, cartoon-style, and watched Diane shift from full-cheeked to gaunt in less than the time it would have taken a doctor to relay her diagnosis. 

			Caro and Danny had known his mum was sick. Ines had even told her that Diane might die. But Caro hadn’t believed it. She’d always thought Danny hadn’t believed it either – but looking at the drawings made her unsure. 

			

			Those early childhood years had been a good start. Days by the waterhole. Drawing and writing in their sketchbooks. Charting their lives together. Might that have been enough if Diane hadn’t died? Might Danny have been less hollowed out, have needed to impress people less, been able to escape his own thoughts? It was pointless thinking about it – she knew that – but it was hard not to loop back, to try to find the place where it all began, as though it might bring more than understanding. As though, pathway revealed, she could backtrack, start again.

			Trouble was, after everything that had happened, she couldn’t imagine a rinsed-clean version of their relationship. How it would be possible to remove the stain of their last years together. 

			She needed to get out of the house. Drove the Corolla to their old school. Car park empty, grounds deserted. There it was. The old art bus, still standing in front of the pine hedge.

			The oval was hard and flat, seemed unforgiving beneath her feet. She put an arm out as though the air could brace her. Laughed at herself. Walked on. 

			By the time she got to the bus her heart was skittering. She had to bend over to catch her breath. She’d half expected the mural to be painted over, graffitied. Had almost forgotten how good it was. 

			It was strange, looking at her younger self, at the lives they’d had. She stared at it for a long time. The shape of her painted limbs, angle of her head. Details of the reeds and clouds. The way he’d captured the texture and sheen of the magpies’ feathers. Then she noticed something about the smaller magpie’s eye. Moved closer and saw the tiny refracted image of Diane. Pain in her chest, tingling in her nose. She wondered how much else she’d missed. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 38 

			When her parents returned, Caro moved back from Col’s. 

			‘Come over anytime,’ Col said, as she was leaving.

			‘Of course.’

			He hugged her and she felt tender at how bony and small he was now. A memory of Diane’s funeral – Col and Danny in oversized suits and shirts. 

			She wondered if Danny’s body had substance anymore. Whether he was a loosely held clatter of bones. Whether the roots of a tree had woven themselves between his ribs. She thought about the exhibition at Plimsoll Gallery, about Danny’s artworks. Their dark, murky depths. Pops of light. 

			

			Spring was slow to get started, mornings thick with fog. It reminded her of Danny’s first painting in the exhibition. The way the landscape was obscured invoked an atmosphere both weighty and ethereal. 

			Paolo sent postcards. He wanted to see her.

			

			She took more shifts at the pub near her parents’ house. Stayed with Georgia and Eli one Friday night, trying not to feel like a third wheel. 

			In the morning they slept in, then she and Georgia walked to Georgia’s local pub and sat in the beer garden. It reminded Caro of the old days when they’d sit for hours in the uni bar. Georgia was the first friend she’d made outside her home town, outside of school. She was going to miss her, felt sure their friendship would endure.

			‘You should move back to town,’ Georgia said.

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Eli has a friend I think you’d like.’ 

			Caro shook her head, went to the bar. Bought two pots and a packet of potato chips.

			Georgia tore the chip packet open. ‘You’re not staying, are you?’

			‘I don’t think so.’

			‘Back to Portugal?’

			‘Maybe. My aunt and uncle offered the house in the Algarve. It might be a good place to start, but I don’t think I’ll stay there long. I’m not sure who I am there. Then again, I’m not sure who I am anywhere. That sounds dumb, doesn’t it?’

			‘Not at all.’

			Caro sipped her beer, licked the froth from her upper lip. 

			‘Have you heard from the guy in London?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘So, you’ll go to London then?’

			‘Maybe later. I think I need to learn how to be okay by myself. I’ve applied to a couple of universities in the UK. A program in Porto. I haven’t told my parents.’

			

			‘Sounds brave. Smart and brave.’ Georgia clinked her glass against Caro’s. ‘To bravery and friendship.’

			They drank and Georgia reached out, squeezed Caro’s arm.

			‘Can I visit sometime?’

			‘Of course. Always. I’d love that.’

			Caro felt a wash of warmth. How lucky she was to have met Georgia. 

		
	
		
			

			Chapter 39

			Caro stuffed her backpack with mementos. The charm Danny made for her birthday. Diane’s locket. Fossils from Blackmans Bay. One of the misshapen tadpoles they’d whittled. 

			Col had said to come early, but they hadn’t talked about the details. She felt guilty that she didn’t know what to do. 

			When she arrived at Col’s, Diane’s rug was on the floor in the lounge. Her macramé magpie on a hook above the table, which was laden with French toast. Col had set four places. Danny’s honey drizzler in the centre.

			‘Looks good,’ she said. Wondered who else was invited.

			He shrugged. ‘I wanted it to feel like they might come.’ Glassy eyes. He bit his lip.

			Caro hugged him. Felt his body tremor. 

			He stepped away, wiped his nose on his sleeve. ‘I’m sorry, love. Bit early for that, eh?’

			She tried to hold herself together. ‘It’s fine.’ Then, ‘Shall I make hot chocolate?’

			

			‘That would be lovely.’

			They sat at the table and piled toast onto their plates. Caro drowned hers in honey, then didn’t know what to do with it. Couldn’t bring herself to eat. She sipped her drink. Swallowed. Sound magnified in her head, like the rush of water. 

			‘Is there a plan?’ she asked.

			‘I thought we’d play it by ear. Spend the day celebrating the two of them. Nothing formal,’ Col said, pushing toast around his plate. 

			She nodded.

			‘Truthfully, I couldn’t decide. Thought about asking other people, but it didn’t feel right. Let’s just work it out as we go.’

			‘I brought some things.’ She opened her backpack. Placed the items on the table. 

			Col touched the locket. Picked up the tadpole and ran his fingers over it. ‘Good to see you brought a whale.’

			She laughed.

			‘Di would have known what to do,’ Col said.

			Caro went to the bookshelf, grabbed a couple of photo albums. For the hours that followed they ate toast, worked their way through the pages. Told stories. Shrieked with laughter at the terrible haircut Danny had given Diane when he was small.

			‘He begged to cut just a tiny bit from her fringe. Pretty sure she thought the “tiny bit” would be at the other end.’ Col chuckled. ‘It took months to grow out.’

			There was a picture of Caro and Danny on their first day of prep. Dwarfed by schoolbags. Diane, Ines and Jon behind them. One of the two of them sitting in mud at the edge of the waterhole – chocolate on their faces, Caro’s front teeth missing. Far more photos with her parents than she recalled. Then page after page of her and Danny by the waterhole with buckets of tadpoles. Holding frogs. 

			‘The two of you,’ Col said. 

			Next they went through Col and Diane’s wedding album. Col tracing the shape of Diane.

			‘You look so young,’ Caro said.

			‘We were. But we knew it was right.’

			‘I always loved that dress.’

			‘It’s yours. If you ever want it.’

			A look between them. 

			‘She’d have liked you to have it.’

			Col left the room. She worried he was bringing the dress. Would want her to try it on. Instead, he came back wearing Diane’s hot-pink chenille dressing-gown with the appliqued magpies.

			‘Nice.’

			Caro went to Danny’s room. Put on the Fair Isle jumper Diane had knitted. One sleeve shorter than the other, the neck so wide it skirted her shoulders. Picked up some of his drawings. Returning to the lounge, she caught a glint of sunlight through the front window. Fleeting streak of Diane. Child-sized Danny, trailing behind her. She turned to ask Col if he could see them, but he was poring through another album. She looked back to the window, and they were gone.

			‘You okay, love?’

			‘Just thinking about them. Wondering where they are.’

			‘Now, there’s a way to drive yourself mad.’ 

			‘Do you think it’s possible to find something gone?’

			Col gave her a quizzical look.

			‘It’s what people say, but it doesn’t make sense.’

			‘No. But not much does, love.’

			

			

			In the afternoon, Col set the projector up and they watched home movies. Scratchy images and sound, fading like her memories.  

			A scene of them walking along the beach, voices swallowed by the crash of waves. Diane’s hair buffeted by the wind, huge on one side. The other side flat, like a precursor to baldness. Danny wearing a seaweed lei. Caro drawing in the sand with a stick. Then all of them adorning the image with stones, seaweed and shells. Caro and Danny dancing, then rolling around on the sand.

			‘I wish I remembered that.’ 

			‘You can’t remember it all,’ Col said.

			Flickering screen. She thought about when she’d done CPR on Danny. The way it had felt both unreal and hyperreal at the same time. She couldn’t recall it with clarity. Wished she couldn’t remember it at all. Wished it had never happened. So many things to wish undone. 

			Suddenly, she wanted to be out of there. But she needed to ride out the day. It was the right thing to do. 

			‘Did you want to go to the waterhole?’

			She shook her head. ‘Not today. Is that okay?’

			‘Of course. It was always your space. Yours and Danny’s.’

			Through the window, closed-down sky – storm clouds reeling the space in. Col turned lamps on. Sat on the rug and rested his head against the arm of the sofa. 

			She yawned. ‘Sorry.’

			‘No need. It’s a lot.’ 

			She curled up on the sofa. 

			

			She woke later to Col strumming his guitar. Singing quietly. 

			‘I’ve been trying to write a song.’ He played a few chords.

			

			‘I like it.’

			‘I wrote some lyrics.’ He motioned with his head to a notepad on the floor. 

			She picked it up and read out loud.

			
			If I could find you, you wouldn’t be gone 

			But I’m sitting here without you, feeling so alone 

			Staring in the light, still in the dark 

			If I could find you, you wouldn’t be gone

			

			‘Got stuck after that. Any ideas?’

			Caro re-read the lyrics. ‘I’m trying to think of a word that rhymes with “gone”. All I’ve got is “scone”.’

			Col chuckled. ‘Yeah, that might not work.’

			She felt stupid. Wondered if Danny would think this was stupid. It wasn’t right. None of this seemed right.

			Col made more hot chocolate. Strummed his guitar while he brought scenes from the past to life. 

			Ten-year-old Danny running into the house, screaming for help. Col and Danny sprinting towards the waterhole. Halfway there, Caro scrambling in the grass. Plucking tadpoles from the ground and dropping them in the scant water left in the bucket. 

			‘I thought you were dead – or hurt,’ Col said. ‘I was so relieved, all I could do was laugh. Danny was furious. Sobbed while he tried to find the tadpoles on the ground. I felt terrible, but I really couldn’t stop.’

			Caro shook her head. ‘I don’t remember that at all. You sure it was me?’

			‘Who else?’

			‘True.’

			

			‘Then there was the time Diane brought a box of condoms home for Danny.’ Col laughed. ‘His face was purple and he couldn’t sit still. I thought he was going to die of embarrassment. If she hadn’t been so sick, I reckon he would have taken off when the banana came out.’

			‘Oh my god.’ Caro laughed. ‘He never told me about that.’

			

			She lay on Danny’s bed, waterhole pulling at her mind like the tide drawing her in. Scant, sporadic sleep. Dreams of water lipping over the banks, running across the property and into the house. Saturating her skin. Flooding her veins. She woke cold. Unsure if she’d sleepwalked. Checked her body for dampness. 

			She stared into darkness. At the vague shape of familiar knots in the ceiling timber. Dropped again to dreams of the waterhole. Loped barefoot through the blackened sky, across the field to the place where she and Danny had cupped their hands in the water’s cool embrace, made lairs for tadpoles. Where, later, when they couldn’t ignore it anymore, they’d rolled together, submerged, then returned to their homes, fresh and new like froglings.

			She woke and switched the lamp on. Dug around in his wardrobe. Found the sketchbooks that held the grotesque images of hybrid monsters. The ones Danny had drawn back in school when he’d first started showing signs of fracture. She sat under the covers and carefully tore pages from bindings. Ripped pages into ribbons. Cut up tadpoles and leaves. Then she tiptoed down the hall and took Diane’s craft box from the linen press.

			Back on Danny’s bed, in the dim light of the bedside lamp, she wove strips together. Taped them end to end. Threaded a needle and strung leaves and tadpoles. Laid it all out on the floor.

			

			

			Col made breakfast. ‘How’d you sleep?’ he asked.

			‘Not great. You?’

			‘Same.’

			Heat hadn’t infiltrated the house yet and he was wearing Diane’s dressing-gown over his trackpants. It made Caro feel protective.

			‘I might go to the waterhole.’

			‘Want me to come with you?’ he asked.

			‘No. But thank you.’

			She picked up her plate.

			‘I’ll sort that, love.’

			She went to the bedroom. Pulled Diane’s locket and her charm necklace that Danny had made over her head. Tucked them under her T-shirt, against her skin. Then she upended the blanket basket onto the bed and gently piled the weavings and threaded shapes from the floor into it. Carried it to the back door. Col watched from the table as she forced her feet into gumboots. 

			‘Doubt you’ll need those,’ he said.

			She didn’t know how to explain the ritual was part of it. 

			The sun had been shining hard since early morning, throwing spears of gold into the earth, the night’s moisture already shucked in a shimmering haze from the grasses. She made her way across the paddock, lifted her feet deliberately like her boots were heavy with mud. Felt the reassurance of Col’s gaze on her back.

			Muscle memory led the way as she traversed the land without really seeing it. Barely noticed the scent of wattle in the air. Carolling magpies.

			The waterhole seemed smaller. The willow branches bent and heavy, leaves gently sweeping the earth, making a shushing noise like the sound Col had made that time in the hospital with Danny.

			Her heart skittered. She breathed in the funky aroma. Placed the basket under the canopy of the willow. Sat with her back against the trunk and closed her eyes. Felt Danny’s presence in the fluted sound of wind through leaves. Born within weeks of one another, the two of them were entwined, inevitable as the mingling collusion of hydrogen and oxygen.

			‘I miss you,’ she whispered. 

			She stood and began to attach the mobiles to branches. Paper leaves wound together with willow leaves, twisted weavings brushing the earth. Tadpoles flying in the air, freed before their time. 

			She listened to the sounds of paper and tree bound together. Dragged the gumboots off and stuffed her socks inside. Lay with her legs in the grasses, upper body in the waterhole, slick with silt and half immersed. She parted reeds, gently looking for tadpoles, for the refracted image of Danny’s face. Watched the surface for telltale bubbles, but all she could see was tannin-stained water and the gentle ripple of the breeze across its skin. 

			Sound of wind playing curved reeds, crunch of bulrushes rendered formless between fingers. Then the crackling noise that Danny made when he’d laughed before his voice broke. Before he broke. 

			She peeled off her clothes, threw them under the willow. Rolled onto her back and let her ears submerge. Listened for the pops of life as she watched clouds sheath then unsheath the sun. Diane’s locket sat heavy on her breastbone. Her charm floated. She unwound the leather cord holding it from her neck. Held it loosely in her palm. Let it go. 

			

			Dragonflies danced between the reeds while the cold, wet earth sucked at her skin and reminded her she was alive. 

			‘You’re okay.

			‘You’re going to be okay.

			‘You’re already okay.’

			She was trying to believe it, waiting until she did.

			In her ears, her own heartbeat, then a familiar sound that made her move slowly towards its source. On the edge of the waterhole was a frog no bigger than her thumbnail. Shiny, golden brown with flecks of deeper brown. Its tiny throat pulsing with breath.
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