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Lachlan Valley, 1987


WE FLOATED DOWNRIVER. Stringybarks and red gums leaned over the water, throwing shade too thin for the heat. The boys were ahead of me, in formation. I had missed the start and given up, let them go. It was quieter on my own. Sometimes it was as if the water was talking and I liked to listen.


There were four of us. Five, counting Matty. We left Kieran’s little brother at home when we could, but during the holidays it was difficult to get away without him.


I drifted past the swinging tree, with its knotted rope, waiting. Ahead, Kieran paddled towards the beach, wanting to win, although it wasn’t really a race. I paddled, too, now, to catch up. Kieran was out, on the scoop of pale sand and gathering up his lilo. The back of his calves were burnt brown, disappearing up the bank. Ian was out next, then Josh, then Matty and me. We pelted along the path, well worn by us and stock coming down to drink. Our bare feet gripped the earth, impervious to rocks and roots. On land I was quicker, more certain, even dragging the lilo, and left Matty behind.


From a high point on the bank – the launching pad – we threw ourselves into the water all over again, rubber slapping on water and skin slapping on rubber. This time I got myself into a better position, where the river was deep and ran more swiftly, helping me move in front of Kieran. I was lighter and, if I kept my balance, would reach the shore first this time.


‘No paddling!’ he said.


‘I’m not.’ I pulled in my arms, tucked them by my sides, and lay my cheek on the pillow of the lilo. Once red and navy, it was now more pink and grey, from the sun. My swimmers top itched where I was peeling and I wished, not for the first time, that I could still take it off the way I used to, and go bare-chested with the boys. Mum had put an end to that last summer – saying I was too old.


Ian and Josh floated out either side. Our wingmen. Matty called from behind, which we ignored, although Kieran did glance over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t drowning.


‘What time do you reckon it is?’ Ian squinted into the sun.


‘Not even close to lunch, yet,’ Josh said.


Ian was always most concerned with time, for fear of missing a meal. Fear of his dad, too. His mum worked, so he had as many chores as us even though they lived in town, and was always in trouble for getting home late or messing them up.


Matty paddled to catch up, his splashes getting closer. ‘I’m hungry, too,’ he said.


Dragonflies flitted and dipped between us. We drifted around the bend in a languid line, as if the river was ours, as if it always would be.
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Afternoons were for swinging.


We climbed up the tree and onto the horizontal branch, waiting our turn to place our feet on the knot, grip the rope and throw ourselves out into midair, to freefall into the river. If the timing was right, the arc perfect, we would reach the middle and touch the bottom with our feet or our hands, depending how we had left the rope.


The water was cold down there, brown and quiet. Things brushed against my skin. I felt a pull, not just of the river, the current wanting to carry me. When I looked up to the surface, the world was strange and far away, as if perhaps I was no longer part of it. But I always needed breath and had to return to the surface, and then it seemed that I belonged after all.


Matty couldn’t get his swing right, lacking the strength to push out far enough, and often hesitating before jumping. So one of us would push him and tell him when to let go, or jump with him.


It was all easy for Kieran. He was getting muscles and moods and had started wearing board shorts over his Speedos. He did somersaults and dives and bombs to impress us, sending up great fountains of water. Sometimes he would climb to the top of the tree and dive from there. I held my breath when he did that, even though I wasn’t underwater, because I knew that he was too high and, with the summer we’d had, the river too low.


We had been at it for an hour or so when we found ourselves up the tree without Kieran. For a while it was fun. I could keep up with Ian and Josh and we jumped in pairs, taking turns with Matty.


Then we found ourselves all in, treading water. Waiting for Kieran. Even the cockatoos had gone quiet.


‘I’m tired,’ Matty said. I let him grab my shoulders, although it nearly sent me under.


Ian looked towards the shore. ‘Maybe he’s started on the food already.’


Josh’s hair was sticking straight up on top, like wet straw. ‘Should we go look for him?’


‘There he is,’ I said.


Kieran was high on the bank, gesturing for us to follow, as if we weren’t already on our way. The look on his face was enough. The promise of something new – an adventure.




Canberra, 2004


SHE SHIVERED. THE basement was kept at a constant temperature – twenty degrees – but always felt colder at night. She had been sitting still too long.


The few times she had worked into the night, prepping for a big exhibition, had been with others, the place alive with movement and noise. In the low fluorescent light, and the quiet, the room most resembled a morgue, its walls lined with specimen jars and stuffed animals, the tables littered with dismembered and decaying objects, some being prepared for display, others for storage or disposal. Until recently, there had been human remains, too. They were hidden away now, off site, awaiting identification and repatriation. The knowledge of them lingered in the room.


She stretched one leg and then the other, closed her hands into fists and released them. Upstairs, the night guard would be completing another circuit, around the great masters and the other pieces deemed of significant cultural value. Frank always did Wednesday nights. Unless he was sick, which had only happened once in five years. Or when he was on leave. He took his four weeks all at once, over Christmas, every year. He was one of those guys counting down the remaining workdays until retirement, actually crossing them off the calendar with a red texta. He was old enough to be in the original super scheme, which through some drafting glitch, gave a financial return so good, if retiring at age fifty-four years and eleven months – rather than fifty-five – that you had to work for another ten years to match it. ‘Fifty-four eleven’, they called it. Or they used to, before September Eleven.


They had shut that scheme down before her time. It was another of the baby boomer booms she was paying for. Like the rest of her generation, she would have to work until she was sixty. In theory, anyway. It could all be over tonight.


Her stomach growled. Being alone with her thoughts had been peaceful at first but now those thoughts kept coming back to food – the pasta she might have had for dinner, the pear she had forgotten to eat for afternoon tea, the sushi she could have packed in her pockets. The emergency power bar still in her pannier.


She checked her watch again. Frank would be in the tearoom, his two-minute noodles turning in the microwave. She could almost smell them. Right on midnight, he sat down at the square table, with a detective novel – it was always a detective novel – and slurped and read for fifteen minutes. The monitors allowed him to keep one eye on things. Or they would, but he sat with his back to them, listening to jazz through his earphones. It was always jazz.


They had been installing an exhibition around the clock, trying to make the opening on time after a customs delay, when she had first seen him. The presence of five senior conservationists scoffing Turkish pizza at the tearoom counter hadn’t disturbed his routine in the slightest. She should have reported him. Someone should have. It was a major security flaw: a ten-minute window. Just what she had been looking for.


She moved now, a shadow in the shadows, to deactivate the alarms, disarm the outer cameras, and open the gate. The loading dock camera was out of order. A stroke of luck she had taken for a good sign.


The driver backed in: lights off, plates and brakelights covered, reversing alarm disconnected. The truck was gunmetal grey and immaculate.


The exhibit was waiting. Like a prisoner, it had been prepped for transfer tomorrow, back out to the Mitchell storage facility. Laid out and bubble-wrapped. Bubble wrap for fuck’s sake. But all that plastic would help it travel safe now. It was worth a hell of a lot to the right people.


The truck’s tray crept closer to the ramp. She held up a gloved hand, signalling stop. His face, like hers, was hidden beneath a cheap black balaclava, but his eyes shone in the side mirror. She started the forklift, eased forward. Its modified prongs were more used to paintings, busts and sculptures, but it took the package in a familiar embrace. She raised it slow and steady, just one finger on the hydraulic lever, as she had practised, keeping the package balanced.


They were almost out of time.


He tapped his hands on the wheel, watching the clock. He could still take off, fly free, if something went wrong; that was their agreement. She drove to the edge of the ramp and lowered the forks onto the truck’s tray.


He climbed out of the cab and onto the back, gripping the tree as she reversed. He rolled it into the middle of the tray, spun it lengthways, and covered it with a soft tarp while she parked the forklift and cut the motor. In the quiet, she could breathe again.


She caught one end of each strap, looped it under the rail, and threw it back. He tightened the fasteners.


She climbed into the passenger seat, shut the door. Thirty seconds. He was up and in, all in one smooth movement. Twenty seconds. They drove out the gate and into the lane, into the night, and along streets still damp from the afternoon’s late shower. It was windy on the bridge, the water choppy in yellow lamplight, and then they looped away via the off ramp. There were few cars on the Parkway, and lights twinkled in the satellite city centre in the valley. She kept one eye on the lanes behind them in her side mirror. He watched the road ahead. ‘So far, so good,’ he said.


They were already pulling into the warehouse by the time the automated message alerting her to the security breach flashed on her pager.


Their footsteps were loud on the concrete, the space inside vast and empty around the truck. They bumped fists for a job well done before slipping out the side door. He locked it behind them.


They walked in opposite directions without looking back.


It was cold, even in her fleece and jacket. Even with her blood still pumping. She walked to the car park of the nearby club, fished her keys from her pocket and unlocked her bike. There was already a crust of frost on the grass.


She cut across the club’s service road to the bike path. Her headlight showed the way around the curves and through dips, up that last steep rise. Back past the empty city centre. It was the ghost town everyone said it was. She saw no one.


The sky was so clear she could see the pits on the moon. Her legs had found a rhythm; she was part of the bike, and together they were part of the universe. The stars looked on, guiding her home through the empty streets and around the back of her local shops. She threw the balaclava and gloves into the cafe’s skip, which would be emptied in three hours. She shook out her hair, ran her fingers through it.


There should have been a further message on her pager by now but the screen was blank.


The carport light didn’t flicker on. She had remembered to cut the switch when she left this morning. Yesterday morning. She locked her bike and slipped up the back steps in the dark. Something stirred in the hedge. She removed her shoes, opened the door, and padded to her bedroom without turning on the lights. She stripped, left her clothes on the floor in a neat pile, and slid between cold sheets.


She went back over every detail, every moment. No one had seen them, nothing had gone wrong. There had been no mistakes. On the road home she had just been a cyclist. It was done.




IT WAS KIERAN who found the trees.


We swam and then ran, still dripping, behind him. It was hot away from the water, and the path dusty. My skin dried and began to itch. I was imagining a calf stuck in the mud, needing rescue, or an old vehicle for playing in. A raft or even a pirate ship. A body, perhaps.


We entered a kind of grove further up the bank of the river, the sort that is quiet inside, and makes you feel quiet inside yourself. There was a covering of fine grass underfoot, still green, despite the season. Kieran stopped, turned and crossed his arms.


‘What?’ Josh craned his neck to see what was behind Kieran’s back.


‘Turn around,’ he said.


So we did.


It was a tree. Or rather, a series of trees. The largest of them, a big old yellow box, was long dead. A great grey ghost. The other four, still slender and youthful, staggered back either side of the clearing. They leaned over the raised mound of earth, as if protecting it. A section of each trunk had been cut away, in the shape of a shield. There were designs carved inside, curved and straight lines that were not quite pictures and not quite words but told some sort of story. They had been there a long time. You could still see rough tool marks, and where the trees had kept on growing, bulging out over the carvings.


We had only ever approached from the other side, marching past without looking back. Without noticing. As if the trees didn’t want to be seen. Or we hadn’t been ready to see them.


Now we couldn’t look away.


There was one tree for each of us. As if they were for us. What breeze there had been stilled. The birds and insects paused. For a moment, there was no sound. Even Matty had nothing to say.


I pushed past the others, to touch the ledge between the bark and the carved surface of the largest tree. The cuts were deep and wide, right into the heartwood, like fingers making a river. Scrolls and diamonds filled the space around it. It all meant something. It meant a lot. We knew that straight away. We didn’t quite understand, the way we didn’t fully understand a lot of things. At the same time we almost did, although it was more than we could have explained. And we knew that we all felt the same, without having to speak. It was as if the trees said everything for us.


Although dead, the timber was warm. It might just have been the afternoon sun, but it felt magical.


Only when a peewee called and all the sounds started up again was the spell broken.


‘Far out,’ Josh said.


I turned to look at Ian. We were all looking at him. But his face wasn’t telling us anything.


‘What is it?’ Kieran said.


Ian shrugged. ‘I don’t know. An important place, for sure. I could ask Mum?’


We walked the tree circle before stepping inside. It was another time, out of the world. We were younger, we were older – we were together. We heard the wind, the sky, the leaves, the earth, and all of the birds and creatures who lived there. And we were part of it.


Afterwards, we lay on the grassy mound, looking up at the roof of the world through the tips of our trees, until our stomachs were growling and I thought Ian would remind us of lunch.


It was Kieran who first sat up. ‘This is our secret, right? Our secret place.’


I frowned. I had started to imagine telling my father at dinner, triumphant. Finding something on our farm that even he didn’t know about.


‘For sure,’ said Josh.


Ian said nothing. I couldn’t tell if his eyes were open or shut behind his dark curls.


‘Jay?’ Kieran stood over me, blocking the sun.


‘Okay,’ I said.


‘All in?’ Kieran pulled me up, and the others followed. We gathered around the bigger tree. No one asked Matty – he just reached up and put his right hand on the trunk with ours. I put my left arm around Josh, and he put his around Ian, and Ian put his around Kieran, and Kieran hugged Matty, until we were a circle around the tree.


Kieran cleared his throat. ‘We swear, on these trees, to always be friends. To protect each other – and this place.’
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‘Jay, did you even wear blockout today?’


‘Yes.’


Mum was serving dinner but looking at me instead, spilling peas over the edge of the plate and onto the bench. ‘You have to reapply it when you’ve been in the water,’ she said. ‘Look at your poor nose.’


Dad took off his boots at the back door and washed his hands in the laundry. ‘How was it down there today, love?’


‘Tell her, David. I’m not going to agree to them spending the day outside if she comes back looking like a lobster.’


I carried the meals to the table, sliding two slices of pork from my plate onto Dad’s. He winked.


It was too hot in the house for roast, too hot for anything. I poured two glasses of cordial and fetched Dad’s beer from the freezer.


‘Someone should be supervising them,’ Mum said. ‘Or their parents will be ringing to complain that we burn their children.’


I put the beer bottle down on the table harder than I meant to. The last thing we wanted was some grown-up putting the brakes on our days.


‘Smells great,’ Dad said, and for a minute I thought he meant burning children, but he was leaning over his vegetables. ‘I don’t have time to spend all afternoon down there, do you? We were both let run wild at their age.’


My parents running wild, or even running, was hard to imagine but it was a better direction of conversation. Mum finally sat down, as pink in the face as she said I was.


‘Maybe on Sunday we can all go?’ he said. ‘So they can use the swing.’


I chewed my potato slowly, even though it was burning the roof of my mouth.


Mum gave me a look, as if she knew we had already broken that rule, but I just took a long drink of my cordial and refilled my glass from the jug.


‘Good girl,’ Mum said. ‘Keep your fluids up.’




FOG CLOAKED THE city. It had been a cold and damp ride in. By now, the tree would be on the highway. She showered and changed in the basement, hung her towel over her locker door.


She blow-dried her hair, although she hated the noise of the machine, and the heat. It was not something she had bothered with, until a senior staff member had commented, as she was bent over the paper in the library one morning, about the connotations of arriving at work with still wet hair. He was a sexist arse, from last century, and didn’t realise that she rode to work, but she didn’t need him thinking about her in bed. Or to attract any attention.


She carried her pannier by her side, took the stairs up to the meeting room. ‘Morning,’ she said, taking her place at the brush box table. Keeping her head still and her face expressionless took some work – but then it always had.


The head of security was already there, along with the head of public relations and the director-general herself, a triumvirate she had only seen assembled once before. They were just waiting on Geoff, her boss, head of collections.


The director-general, Noni, checked her watch. ‘Let’s start. Max, can you give us a run-down on what happened last night?’


Max touched his hands on the lapels of his jacket. ‘Right on midnight, we had a security breach. The alarms and cameras were disabled, and a vehicle appears to have accessed the loading dock.’


‘Was there no guard on duty?’


Max coughed. ‘He was on his meal break.’


Noni lifted one pencilled eyebrow. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘If you’ll remember, in the last round of budget cuts, we reduced our security staff, leaving only one guard on duty at night. It’s an eight-hour shift. They have to take a break.’


‘But we placed monitors in the lunch room at that time, did we not?’


‘I have spoken with the officer. One of our most experienced. It’s all in my report,’ Max said, tapping a manila folder.


‘I don’t understand,’ Noni said.


Max sighed. ‘Unfortunately, when the officer conducted his security check, he found nothing amiss and just reset the alarm. While the duty officer – Jayne – and myself were automatically notified, we thought it was a false alarm until I checked the camera logs this morning.’


The look on Noni’s face suggested Frank might be taking retirement earlier than he had expected. ‘But you said nothing was stolen?’


‘Actually, it appears that we may have lost one item.’ Geoff had appeared in the doorway, clutching a handful of pages. ‘Sorry I’m late, everyone. Our printer is on the fritz.’


Noni waited for him to sit down, touching the table with a pink nail. ‘What is it?’


‘We did an inventory,’ Geoff said. It would have been Marnie and Dan who had actually done it, but they didn’t get to come to meetings. ‘An arborglyph,’ he said. ‘It had just been returned from the Tweed Gallery.’ He passed around printouts of the summary notes from the database.


Noni blinked. It was likely she hadn’t known they had the piece, let alone what it was. ‘Could it have been taken by mistake?’


‘Looks like a professional job to me,’ Max said.


Noni leaned forward, so as to better see down the table. ‘Jayne?’


She had long imagined this moment, being asked for her opinion, consulted for her expertise. ‘It’s a Wiradjuri arborglyph – or dendroglyph – from the Central West, a carved tree marking the grave of a significant male elder. It’s a practice particular to New South Wales. Each design is unique to the individual, and is thought to map his way to the Dreamtime. There were probably thousands at the time of white settlement, but today there are only a handful left intact in their original locations. While there are a number in public collections,’ she said, ‘for obvious reasons, they’re not on display.’


Noni sipped her water, leaving a pink lipstick print on the edge of the glass. ‘Yes, I mean, seven metres …’ She ran her nails down the database notes. ‘It’s a tree?’


It was more than a tree, or they wouldn’t be sitting around the table discussing it: artefact, artwork, sacred object, part of a sacred site. It was worth a hell of a lot to the right people. ‘Just the trunk, yes.’


‘Is it registered?’


Noni had come to them from the Mint, and sometimes it showed. The National Registry was for paintings, and voluntary. ‘I don’t believe so, no,’ Jayne said.


‘What are our options?’


Jayne leaned back in her chair. ‘It’s hard to imagine it being moved through traditional channels. It’s difficult to hide, and very distinctive. We could get some pictures in the mainstream media, flush it out. Report the theft to the police. Place it on the Art Loss Register – then it’s almost impossible to sell on, at least.’


Tamsin, with her brand-new public relations degree from Monash, shook her pretty bobbed head. ‘We can’t go to the press with this. Or the police.’


‘You’re right,’ Noni said. ‘This is a publicity disaster. There are plenty these days who’d argue we shouldn’t even have the thing. And now we’ve lost it.’


Max examined the laces of his combat boots.


Noni nodded. ‘We keep a lid on this for now. But Max, I want a thorough internal investigation and report. And have a look at that regional gallery – it seems a coincidence that the tree had just come back from its first exhibition in fifteen years.’


Max was already half up, keen to get out of the chair and the room. ‘On it.’


Jayne covered a yawn with her hand. It had been almost dawn before she had fallen asleep, and she hadn’t slept much the night before, either. A wind had picked up outside, toying with the bare branches of the plane trees.


She should be surprised but she wasn’t. Procedures weren’t always followed, and things went missing all the time. Like the Christmas someone hadn’t emptied a packing case properly and a certain 1920s masterpiece had gone off to the tip. Whether it was lying in landfill or hanging on someone’s wall, they had no idea. There wasn’t much they could do about it either – except try to keep it quiet.


Noni made eye contact with each staff member. ‘I don’t need to tell any of you how sensitive this is. Quite apart from what the arts and Indigenous communities would say, we’re facing another round of cuts this budget. We don’t need any bad news stories. This incident stays in this room. Agreed?’




DAD WAS ALREADY on his way out the door by the time I sat down for breakfast the next morning. ‘I can give you a lift down to the river later if you like,’ he said.


‘Okay.’


‘Say ten?’


I nodded, my mouth full of pancake, golden syrup and lemon. Mum didn’t say anything about reading at the table, since I was the only one at it. It was like sitting with someone, enjoying a good book while eating – like sitting with lots of people. I was with the characters from Treasure Island again. We were old friends. Dad’s copy had colour plates, which helped me imagine boarding a ship and walking the plank and Billy Bones and Black Dog with his missing fingers, though what I really wanted was a picture of the black spot. That had kept me up at night when I was younger. Especially when a mole appeared on my leg that was kind of dark, like someone had stuck it on.


‘I have to go into town,’ Mum said. ‘But there are sandwiches, cake and fruit in the fridge.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Don’t forget—’


‘I know. Sunscreen.’


‘And a hat.’


‘Got it.’


After four pancakes I was heavy, and felt like going back to bed. I cleared the table and washed up. The sink water was only just warm and a line of ants filed in through the window to drink. Black spots.


I rang the boys after eight. That was a rule. Kieran’s mum liked quiet in the mornings while she read her romances. I’d loaned her Kidnapped once, thinking she would have to like it much better than all that soppy stuff. When she finally returned it, she smiled and said it was ‘a bit old-fashioned’ for her. It made no sense at all since she was old-fashioned by the fact of her birthdate. I figured it was more about not accounting for bad taste, which was what Mum was always saying about people who lived in town.


Kieran answered the phone.


‘We’ll pick you up after ten,’ I said.


Ian was already at Josh’s, and his mother would drop them over, Kieran said.


I put on my swimmers, fetched my towel from the line, and packed my canvas knapsack. It was my old schoolbag, signed with everyone’s names from primary. Kieran, Josh, Ian – they were all there. Mum said she went to boarding school, which was way different, and Dad went to school down the road in the one room with the same ten people his whole life. One of them was Josh’s dad. He took over the farm, like Dad did, when his father died. Kieran’s dad was there, too, but he was two years younger, and only had the farm because his older brother died.


I wouldn’t be taking over our place, though sometimes, like when I helped with the cattle, Mum said I was a farm girl, or a cowgirl. Dad said I could be anything I wanted. That times were changing, real fast. Maybe they were, but where we lived nothing much ever seemed to change, or go fast, except the holidays.


I piled my things next to the lilo at the back door and sat on the step to wait. A willy wagtail showed off to his own reflection in the kitchen window. They were vain birds, Mum said, fighting and flirting with themselves.


Dad beeped the horn and pulled up in a cloud of dust. I ran across the lawn, under the clothes line, and threw everything in the back of the ute.


‘We saw your dad in the lane, so Mum dropped us off there instead,’ Josh said, and gave me a hand up. A stock route threaded behind our properties, connecting them – and us. When the creek was up, the school bus had to go that way, too. Then we could cut home across the paddocks instead of going right round by the main road.


We pulled up at Kieran’s mailbox: an old four-gallon drum. They were our neighbours on the other side, the river side. Josh threw his head back at Matty standing there, but Kieran shrugged. It was what it was. We took their esky and lilos, and they climbed on.


We rode the bumps together, wind in our hair, grinning with the secret between us. We were bigger for it, and the world had expanded to accommodate us. Even Matty didn’t look quite so lost in Kieran’s old shorts.


On the main road, we crouched down behind the cab, hanging onto the grille. Once we were back on our property and Dad leaned his arm out the window, we could stand up again. It was my job to hop off to open and shut the gates. Things like that went without saying.


I knew the trick of lifting the first gate with my boot to loosen the chain, so I could get it off the catch. I knew which way each gate swung and which ones it was okay to ride on, their hinges strong. And which ones you had to drag through the dirt.


Dad dropped us at the top of the track. He got out and waited until we all put on our hats and sunscreen. Even Ian, who never really burned. When I hugged Dad goodbye, he smelled of wheat dust as well as himself, and I knew he had taken a break from the header just to drop us down here. ‘Thanks, Dad.’


‘Try and stay out of the sun during the middle of the day, okay?’


I nodded.


‘You right to walk home?’


‘Yep.’


‘Before sundown, please.’


We were already running towards the water. Only a small stretch of the river was part of our farm, one extra snaky bend. It was just on our land, not Kieran or Josh’s places either side. We were the lucky ones. But it gave us all access, the right to treat the whole river as if it was ours. I didn’t know then where it came from or where it went or what had happened there – and what would happen yet.




HER WHOLE DAY had been pushed back by the meeting, and all of the mini-meetings since, in the corridors and tearooms. The story was off and running like stubble fire. Even the database upgrade training had taken twice as long as it should have, with everyone talking all the way through and lingering outside in the break. It was a nice idea to keep the theft in house – but impossible. Everyone in cultural management knew each other and opportunities for promotion were scarce. Their loyalty was to art, and their allegiance to their friends, rather than their employer. One of her uni buddies, Tanya, was in charge of acquisitions at the National Gallery and another, Rob, ran exhibitions at the National Library. Jayne would have to avoid having lunch with either of them for a while or face twenty questions.


Max hadn’t helped, patrolling the corridors with his file and making interview times with staff. It was a giveaway something was up. Her own interview was first thing tomorrow morning, which she was not looking forward to.


By the time she had answered her urgent email and finished a briefing note for the upcoming exhibition on Canberra’s history, Jayne had missed her normal yoga class. The next one wasn’t until seven.


She bought a special Tour de France edition of Cyclist and messaged Sarah while waiting for a veggie burger. The route for the Tour was to be a tough one, deep in the mountains of Massif Central – all grassy craters, wooded peaks and plunging gorges. It was the birthplace of four of France’s major rivers, the geological heart of the nation. Her perfect holiday would be to follow the race around, staying in villages perched on the mountainside and exploring the landscape between stages. It might be one she would have to do alone, though; Sarah wasn’t much into cycling.


Sarah hadn’t replied to her message, either. She was probably stuck working late again. The new job, up at Russell, was proving even more consuming than Foreign Affairs. At least she had been able to contact Sarah there, even if everyone did have a plum in their mouth.


The burger repeated on her right through the yoga session and all she really wanted to do was lie down on the mat. She should have gone straight home. It was like the aftermath of winning a big race, when the adrenaline ran out and left you empty. Except that she couldn’t tell anyone she had won, and wasn’t even sure that she had. By the end of the class she had gained a little extra movement in her spine and restored her breathing to normal levels. Far from calm, but better.


Some of her energy was back when she mounted the bike. Her limbs worked on muscle memory, and the night air bit her cheeks.


After she’d showered and packed her clothes for tomorrow it was almost ten. She zipped up her coat, fastened her shoes and headed back out into the cold.


She waited to cross Northbourne Avenue in starting position: her hands gripping the bars, legs poised, anticipating the green light. Even with her head down and racing she was still in stealth mode, scanning the streets, taking in every detail – watching cars. Her heart still lived in childish stories, and her conscience nagged.


She circled the car park of Sarah’s apartment, in a new complex near the O’Connor shops. Her lungs ached from the cold air. There would be another frost for sure. It was as if there was nothing between her and the stars. She imagined she could hear them vibrating, singing almost, but it was more likely the powerlines, or a faulty streetlight.


Jayne released her shoes from the pedals, dismounted, and locked her bike beneath the green exit sign. She took the stairs to the second floor in socks, carrying her shoes. The glow of a television seeped under the door of the apartment opposite. The young couple who had moved down from Sydney were still suffering from climatic and cultural shock. Sarah said she slipped them pamphlets, of exhibition openings and book launches, to help them find their way. Canberra was a city it was hard to get past the surface of until you found your people.


She let herself in and locked the door behind her with the slightest click. Sarah’s apartment was dark but her satchel was on the kitchen bench and the dishwasher was running. Jayne undressed in the bathroom, the tiles cold even on her socked feet, and left her cycling gear folded in a rough pile. She felt her way along the hall to the bedroom and slipped under the doona. She warmed her hands under her arms, and then wrapped herself around Sarah, pushing her breasts flat against Sarah’s back. The tension she had been holding began to flow out of her at last.


‘Hey.’ Sarah’s voice was blurry.


‘Hey, love.’


‘What time is it?’


‘Late. Shhh.’ She kissed Sarah’s shoulder, breathed in the smell of her hair, and held her until she fell back to sleep.




IT WAS ONLY one day later, but it was as if we were looking forward now, to high school, rather than back to primary. Our little bend in the river was part of a wider world.


We carried our gear down to the beach, and we did swim and make a couple of lilo runs, but it was all about the trees.


Kieran wanted a game of brandings and we gave in, dodging through the trunks as cover. I managed not to get hit for once and to hit Josh and Ian, leaving red welts on their bare backs, but it all ended in tears when Matty copped a ball to the back of the head.


‘Sorry, mate,’ Josh said. His hand was nearly as big as a man’s on Matty’s thin shoulder.


‘Like you didn’t mean it,’ Matty said, shrugging him off.


Josh gave Matty his slice of chocolate cake and they called it a truce.


It was too hot for running around anyway. We started making a magical land on a flat patch between the biggest tree and the one closest to it. Ian scratched in tracks and Josh dug a dam in the middle, ferrying water up from the river in the plastic cup-lid of his drink cooler. Kieran built houses out of sticks and bark and I worked beside him, marking out our world’s perimeter with gumnuts.


‘What about a shop?’ Ian said.


We smiled at that, because we only imagined farms and houses but he thought differently because his parents ran the service station. We set up a kind of market in the middle of the land, under a stick and leaf cover, and stocked it with blossoms and seeds.
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