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A note from the publisher


Dear Reader,


At Pantera Press we’re passionate about what we call 
good books doing good things™.


A big part is our joy in discovering and nurturing talented home-grown writers such as B. Michael Radburn.


We are also focused on promoting literacy, quality writing, the joys of reading and fostering debate.


CAN YOU READ THIS?


Sure you can, but 60% in our community can’t. Shocking, isn’t it? That’s why Pantera Press is helping to close the literacy gap, by nurturing the next generation of readers as well as our writers. We’re thrilled to support Let’s Read. A wonderful program already helping over 100,000 preschoolers across Australia to develop the building blocks for literacy and learning, as well as a love for books.


We’re excited that Let’s Read operates right across Australia, in metropolitan, regional and also remote communities, including Indigenous communities in Far North Queensland, Cape York, and Torres Strait. Let’s Read was developed by the Centre for Community Child Health and is being implemented in partnership with The Smith Family.


Simply by enjoying our books, you will be contributing to our unique approach and helping these kids. So thank you.


If you want to do more, please visit www.PanteraPress.com/Donate where you can personally donate to help The Smith Family expand Let’s Read, and find out more about the great programs Pantera Press supports.


Please enjoy Blackwater Moon.


For news about our other books, sample chapters, author interviews and much more, please visit our website: www.PanteraPress.com


Happy reading,


Alison Green
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For Mel,
my safe harbour




It’s the oar in the water that counts




Prologue


All my life I’ve wondered about the bad things men do; about the many faces evil can present. Why it is that good people can do bad things, and bad people can find it in their hearts to do good. Is evil inherent? The darkness within? I don’t know. I gave it a name when I was a kid; when I first recognised it staring back at me through my father’s eyes. I called it the badshit.


I’m not sure where to start this journal, so I’ll commence with the day I smelt honeysuckle on the wind for the first time since I was a child; the summer of ’83.


TWO silver-blue rings encircled the afternoon sun as if it were the unblinking eye of the gods. A layer of ice crystals drifting where the air was too thin for man, the sun’s light refracting its own image. Andy couldn’t remember seeing anything like it. He smiled, the memory reminding him of an old friend, a ghost from his youth, and turned his attention back to the Ford.


Screwdriver clenched between his teeth, he bent awkwardly over the engine bay of the faded blue utility. Pulling at the frayed accelerator cable, he noticed the few greying hairs on his arm for the first time, not surprised after the salt and pepper began creeping in at his temples last year. He listened to the timing of the old V8. There, he thought with a wry smile, sweet as. The engine sang its highway song, not as well as it used to, but then who would at its age?


Dropping the screwdriver into the toolbox at his feet, he spat the taste of its oily steel from his mouth. He limped around to the open driver’s side window where he bumped the side mirror as he reached inside to turn off the ignition. The motor died with a stammer as he pulled a rag from his overalls’ pocket and wiped his hands, catching his reflection in the upturned mirror. His eyes were dark now, having lost the soft hazel of his youth, and the peppering of grey in his short cropped hair was prominent. His cheekbones sat high on his face, void now of the freckles that once bridged his nose as a boy. Andy hadn’t put on much weight on since leaving the army. Stepping around to the front of the Ford, he leant against the grille, taking the opportunity to massage the dull ache in his bad leg.


A lawnmower droned in the distance, the smell of freshly cut grass drifting like a lazy dog’s dream in the sun. It was the scent of memories, of summers gone. He brushed sweat from his brow, tasted the salt residue in the corners of his mouth. Glancing down at his watch he saw two p.m. tick over.


It was early February 1983, as hot and humid as any southern summer can get. All things considered, life was good, but at thirty-five, and with all he’d been through the past twenty years, he also knew how suddenly life can change, some days feeling as if tragedy was only ever a moment away, shimmering on the air like a distant mirage.


‘Aaaandy!’


Searching for the source of the cry, he stared down the pitted road that ran past his home, the narrow lane winding through a corridor of she-oaks toward the dead end beyond. Although Riverchase Lane was in the forgotten part of town, the old suburb nearer to the river bends, most days its obscurity and isolation suited Andy. Breathing in time with the wind gusts, he listened beyond the song of the oaks, their haunting whistle hypnotic as he began wondering whether he’d imagined the cry.


‘Aaaaaandy!’


His stomach tightened. Nathan?


Wrestling with the thick balloon vines and lantana that strangled the trees there, a dark-haired boy of twelve fell from the shadows into the roadway. Not Nathan, but Mike, his friend. Andy’s belly tightened another notch. So where was Nathan? For a moment it appeared as if the barrier of vines would never release him, but the boy broke free, staring wide-eyed and desperate through the dust kicked up where he landed. Although fifty metres away, Andy could make out the terror on the boy’s face, and for a brief instant shared it.


Where was Nathan?


It was then he heard the siren wail from the prison farm upriver, faint like an intimate whisper, the wind carrying it far from its Cyclone-wire fences. The sound heralded something unwelcome. Andy swallowed, his attention returning to the silver-blue rings in the sky.


Dear God, he mouthed as the boy ran toward him, remembering what he’d been told all those years ago. ‘The real monsters in this world are right out there in the daylight.’ It made him think of wolves; then he smelt the honeysuckle on the wind, and he was back there.




Passage
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There comes a time in life when the past becomes elusive and it’s difficult to fathom whether we call upon our memories, or whether they call upon us. Either way, the things recalled must be lived with for better or for worse. One of my earliest recollections is of summer 1959. I was looking for Sputnik. Not Sputnik 1, that tin ball burnt up in the atmosphere a year before, but the big one, Sputnik 2, with the little dog on board.


WEARING blue jeans and a tattered white singlet, eleven-year-old Andrew Walker lay spreadeagled across a red tartan blanket in the twilight surroundings of his backyard. Andy needed a haircut, his stringy brown fringe constantly falling across his eyes. Annoyed, he brushed it back. Round-faced, hazel-eyed and lightly tanned, a line of fading freckles ran across the bridge of his nose from one cheek to the other.


The warm November night was an hour old as the honeysuckle and jasmine hung in the air. Andy searched the darkness for the bright dot that was Sputnik 2 gliding across the stars, but it wouldn’t be easy with the full moon rising. Blackwater moon, his father called it; when the full moon touched its own reflection on the river. Some evenings the satellite showed itself above the continent’s east coast, but most nights it was hard to find gliding around the Earth to see fourteen days and nights to Andy’s one. On board was the lifeless body of Laika the dog, the first living creature sent into space. Andy had read that she lasted six days before her air had run out; often imagining her sightless eyes gazing forever upon the Earth.


He came well-equipped for the evening, his chest covered with the crumpled star chart cut from The Greater Western newspaper; this month’s constellation was Orion. Shield and club in hand, Orion the Hunter came around every summer, the jewel in his sword, the great Orion nebula, easily discernible through the battered pair of his father’s World War II army issue binoculars.


The smell of honeysuckle was so strong he could almost taste it. He put down the binoculars and closed his eyes. The Walker family’s white weatherboard house stood tired and worn among the other homes of Blackwater. Summer nights grew busy around dusk, with nearly every window and door in town open in expectation of a cool southern breeze. Andy knew the southerly would explore the streets when it arrived, stealing the town’s sounds and secrets, public property for anyone who cared to listen. And he always cared to listen.


Babies wept while mothers sang nursery rhymes in soft voices. Televisions echoed canned laughter while radios played everything from Johnny O’Keefe’s rock-n-roll to static-filled serials. A newsflash here, a dropped dish there. Cats cried in mournful wails and dogs barked as a solitary black bird serenaded the impending night. Andy swiped at a mosquito buzzing around his ear as delicate glass wind chimes and the rustle of his star chart announced the southerly. Lifting his face to the breeze, he let it caress his freckled skin, brushing his fringe back over his eyes.


He turned his attention to his own home, listening to his mother and older sister, Ellenor, talking over the tinkle of dinner plates while they washed up. Ellie spoke of boys like she’d just invented them, while their mother attempted to appear interested, knowing they’d been contrived years ago, with little change to the model since.


Their conversation moved to the big news in town, the thalidomide baby two doors down. Born without arms or legs, the Murphy baby had not been seen by a soul since coming home from hospital. There were more and more of these children being born around the world, Andy often seeing them in newspapers and on TV.


His eyes glassy from staring, Andy blinked, catching sight of a long-tailed shooting star streaking across the eastern sky. Burning yellow and white, the celestial visitor broke into three pieces before the night swallowed it.


‘Wow!’ cried Andy.


There was a shuffle of curtains back from the kitchen window. ‘Did you find your satellite, Andy?’ his mother Mary called out.


When he looked up he saw her face, the hard years softened by the light from behind. She always looked to Andy like she was fighting a smile. Why would a person do that? Ellie held the curtain back as his mother wiped her hands on a tea towel. Her hands always seemed younger to Andy, smooth skin and short nails often ready to pinch his nose or pat his cheek. With every passing year, Ellie was more like her. Yet although they shared the same straight dark brown hair and light complexion, Ellie had the only blue eyes in the family, eyes that Andy swore could see right into his soul.


‘Shooting star!’ he told them. ‘Everyone make a wish.’


Andy’s wish was simple: for his father to come home sober without the darkness inside him, the moods that came over him from time to time — and not always when he’d been drinking. His mother said he’d caught it in the war. There was no proper name for it, just a tension that came and went. Anyone from outside would say he was angry, but it was more than that; Andy came to call it the badshit.


What upset him most was that the badshit was reserved for the family, an event never exercised outside these walls. Although his father could hide it from the rest of the world, he could never conceal that look dwelling behind his eyes from Andy.


The rusted spring return of the front door screeched like a tortured animal. ‘That’ll be Frank,’ he heard his mother say to Ellie. It was more like a warning than an announcement. ‘Try to be nice to your father, Ellie. Sometimes that’s all it takes.’


‘I will if he will,’ Ellie replied. Andy recognised her tone: it was acid; a challenge.


Heavy footsteps along the hallway followed and Frank Walker’s lunchbox fell to the kitchen floor with a cluttered thump. He was here, and everything changed, like charged electricity in the air before a storm. Andy heard the dining room chair dragged out from under the table without so much as a hello. Brushing away another mosquito, he pictured his father’s wiry frame at the kitchen table. His short curly hair, greying against his seasoned face, would still have the fine quarry dust through it, his faded uniform smelling of cigarette smoke and the truck’s diesel fumes. Andy touched his own face, exploring the features, glad to have more of his mother’s blood in his veins.


‘You’re home early tonight, Frank,’ said Mary. The charged air grew strained in everyone’s chest. ‘Let me get your dinner off the stove.’


There was the light-footed shuffle of her shoes on the lino, a brief ‘Oh!’ as she realised the plate was too hot to pick up without oven mitts, then the sound of a dinner plate being placed on the Laminex table-top.


‘Here,’ she said, ‘lamb chops and three veg.’ Her voice faltered. Andy imagined her face now, drawing on her long suppressed smile as best she could.


Everyone waited to hear his reply. Waited to see whether the badshit had got under his skin that day. The unease expanded, bristling at the edges and pushing at the walls, everything hingeing on his mood or how many beers he’d had at the Quarryman Hotel on the way home.


There was the slightest tinkle of cutlery. The grating sound of a knife cutting through to the plate. Then . . .


‘Ah . . . Jesus bloody Christ, woman!’ The heavy plate skidded across the tabletop. ‘It’s too bloody hot to eat!’


Andy lay motionless, detached in the backyard, the invisible boy, his breath turning into a sigh in its release. He heard Ellie storm down the hall shouting, ‘Well, you could think about being here when the rest of us eat instead of pissing our money away each night!’ The screen door screeched open, then slammed shut. Ellie was gone again.


‘Ellie, please . . .’ their mother pleaded, her footsteps following her daughter down the hall, her voice trailing off with each step. But it was too late.


‘Let her go,’ spat Frank. ‘She’s nothing but a —’


Andy covered his ears; covered them so tight the only sound left was the pumping of his heart. His eyes squeezed shut, tears forming in the corners. When he opened them again, those tears distorted the image of a little white dot sailing across the sea of stars, and suddenly he felt as one with Laika up there, drifting alone, a silent witness.
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I recall 1960 rolling in like a storm, the new decade bringing with it a fresh insight into the world — not the world as a whole, but the small corner I found myself in. It was the year I realised how little I knew of my own family; my own history. As if the cocoon of my childhood was no longer guarding me from life’s truths, from the things that shaped my very being yet often went unnoticed.


AS far as Andy knew, the badshit was in everyone’s family and the ignorant bliss of childhood made it true. When it wasn’t blatantly present in his father, Frank Walker would merely appear indifferent. Andy knew he’d fought in World War II, in a place called Borneo. It wasn’t as if his father ever sat him down and told him the stories. The information was drip fed, overheard in conversations with other veterans, or comments spilt out during Mum and Dad’s fights. It wasn’t so much a secret, but a chapter of his father’s life that Andy wasn’t worthy of knowing about, a chasm that couldn’t be crossed between them.


He also knew Frank had gone to Japan after the war with the Commonwealth Occupational Forces. He kept black and white photographs of Hiroshima in a dusty shoebox above their wardrobe, photos that rarely saw the light of day. ‘That’s where they dropped the big one,’ he would drunkenly announce whenever he took those memories out, momentarily forgetting the distance he placed between him and his son. Andy remembered the time he took the box from its hiding place, riffling through the photos to find his favourite, the solitary dome left standing in the sea of destruction. He’d got a clip around the ear for that stunt.


Andy never knew what his dad had seen over there in those streets of ash, but whatever it was made him what he is today. Not all of it good; not all of it bad; but Andy suspected that’s where the badshit took hold. Where they dropped the big one; where so many perished in a single extraordinary flash; where only blast shadows on walls recorded the presence of people.


Somewhere amid his father’s misery, his mother began drinking too. Yet she was a shadow drinker, keeping enough of the grocery money to buy the bottles of vermouth Andy knew she hid around the house. Then there were the tablets she called Prince Valium, and days spent in bed, before racing around in the afternoon to cook dinner and tidy the house before anyone came home. These were the things he noticed on school holidays or when he was sick at home, and it was these times he wished for his big brother. His name had been Albert, named after their grandfather. Albert was born between Ellie and Andy, sometime after their father came home from Japan.


Andy found out about Albert after the Haywood Agricultural Fair. While Ellie and their father lined up for food, Mary gave in to Andy’s badgering to see the freak show on the carnie strip. She paid sixpence and they stepped into the striped tent. Inside it smelt of damp canvas and diesel, the fumes drifting in from the generator burbling outside. They were greeted by the bearded lady, a big soul with a small, mousy voice who let Andy touch her long thin whiskers. Then came the half man, half woman who wore a strange tuxedo and evening dress combo and smelt of a sickly perfume. Andy lingered at the baby calf with a withered fifth leg hanging off its back, feeding it handfuls of chaff off the pen floor out of pity.


They followed the exhibits to the back, where a canvas wall divided the tent, one tattered corner folded away for access. Inside were dusty wooden shelves of liquid-filled jars holding the most amazing things, the shelves backlit with fluorescent lights that dimmed every time the generator faltered. Andy led his mother through the corridors, eager to take in the collection of oddities. Coiled snakes — one with two heads — and a cane toad the size of a football. There was even a large glass container with a Tasmanian tiger floating in it. Andy kept a tight hold of his mother’s hand, passing one exhibit after another until Mary suddenly stopped. He tugged once, twice, but she wouldn’t move. Looking up, he noticed she was crying, and knew this was more than the quiet tears shed when she thought no one was around to see.


Shaking off his hand, she reached out, gently stroking the jar before her. Andy stepped back to see what she was looking at, then recognised it from the drawings in his school science books. Floating in a cradle of tan formaldehyde, eyes shut as if sleeping, was the form of a well-developed foetus. A boy. Mary was crying hard and loud, tears flowing freely, her nose running, streaking her powdered face.


‘Oh, my baby,’ she whimpered.


Andy stepped away, confused and afraid.


‘Oh, my sweet, precious baby.’


He didn’t know where she was at that moment, but it wasn’t here, and it wasn’t a good place.


*


They drove home in silence, Andy tearful, feeling isolated in the back seat with Ellie until she reached across and held his hand. Their mother rested her head against the window, staring out at the passing night, the road droning beneath them, the smell of sawdust lingering on their shoes. It was strange, being so close to Ellie, for until then he had never felt much like a brother to her, more like a witness to her life, no different to watching I Love Lucy on TV. When they pulled into the driveway, Frank guided his wife into the house, the bedroom door soon closing behind them while the two invisible children stood watching. It was strange to see such tenderness in his father after so much anger, but there you had it, love in its many forms, and the badshit nowhere to be seen.


Ellie walked with Andy through to the backyard where they sat on the steps outside the kitchen and for a moment listened to a blackbird.


‘How are you feeling, kiddo?’ she asked him.


Andy’s eyes remained red from crying. He sniffed back his running nose, wiping the excess on his sleeve. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘What happened back there? Why was Mum so sad?’


‘It was the baby in the bottle.’


‘So what,’ he said. ‘I bet the dumb thing wasn’t even real.’


‘It was real to Mum.’


‘I don’t get it.’


‘Andy,’ she said, ‘what happened tonight should have happened years ago.’ She hesitated. ‘Mum miscarried a child before you were born and . . . Well, I think that’s why she’s so unhappy sometimes. I think that’s when it all began to go wrong for her.’


‘What’s . . . mist-carriage?’ Andy asked, stumbling over the word.


‘Miscarried,’ Ellie corrected him. ‘It’s when a baby dies before it’s born.’


Andy looked confused. ‘What happens to it?’


‘That’s the thing,’ she answered. ‘As best I know they just took it away. I only hear little things about it from time to time, but I’ve heard enough over the years to put together what happened.’


He turned to her. ‘Took it away? That’s not right.’


They sat in silence for a moment.


‘Boy or girl?’ Andy asked.


‘A boy.’


Andy considered the situation. ‘So I could have had a big brother?’


‘Yep,’ she said. ‘His name was Albert I think.’ Ellie laid her arm across Andy’s shoulders and kissed him on the temple, the first and last time she would ever do so. ‘I think I’ll check on Mum,’ she said, disappearing inside. ‘Look after yourself, kiddo.’


He sat and listened to the sounds of Blackwater. He heard a baby cry somewhere and wondered what life would have been like with a big brother around. ‘Albert Walker,’ he whispered to the cosmos, wondering if his brother could hear his name spoken out there.


*


As time passed, Andy noticed Ellie becoming increasingly independent, and by sixteen she was spending more time away from home. He felt abandoned and unsettled.


Ellie kept the camphor-wood glory box locked at the foot of her bed with a brass padlock, the scent of mothballs filling the room whenever it was opened. Andy often watched Ellie taking things out, carefully folding them and returning each item as she’d found them.


Not long after her seventeenth birthday, Andy was lying on Ellie’s bed, watching as she conducted her ritual of the camphor box one more time. A familiar event, but this time he realised the meaning behind the routine and didn’t like it. The box held a collection of dreams, a sneak preview of life without the badshit around . . . without him around.


‘Ellie?’ His voice was a whisper.


Most of the box’s contents were still on the floor.


‘Ellie?’ he repeated a little louder.


‘Uh huh,’ she answered lazily, folding a tablecloth.


‘Don’t go.’


She paused. ‘Go?’ she said. ‘Go where?’


‘What am I going to do with Mum and Dad if you ever leave?’


‘I’m not going anywhere, Andy.’


‘Then what’s all this stuff for?’


‘It’s a glory box. Stuff . . . That’s all it is. Stuff for when I get married.’


‘Are you going to marry your boyfriend someday?’


‘None of your business.’


Reluctantly, Andy let his sister finish repacking in silence, sitting on the edge of her bed.


‘Promise me,’ Andy said finally.


She pushed the box back into its place and sat next to him. ‘Promise you what?’


‘Promise you’ll never leave me here with this mess.’


They stared at each other for a moment, the plea hanging fragile in the air between them.


‘I can’t promise that, kiddo.’


No, deep down he knew she couldn’t.


*


Returning home from a day’s fishing, the first thing Andy heard was his father’s temper. Andy reached the gate as Frank Walker stormed out of the house, nearly taking the screen door off its hinges. Andy stepped out of his way, the body language more than enough to go to ground on. Next, he heard his mother crying. Dropping his fishing gear, he followed the sound through the house to Ellie’s room, where his mother sat alone on the edge of his sister’s bed, her head cradled in her hands. It reminded him of the incident at the fair, and a twinge of fear trembled through his body.


The camphor box was missing. ‘No,’ he whispered, running over to Ellie’s chest of drawers, sliding each open until he was convinced of the inevitable. ‘No! No! No! No!’


Ellie was gone, leaving him alone with the badshit to clean up after the fights.
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Most towns seem to embrace change over time, but not Blackwater. Not even the fire of 1930, which razed almost every building on Main Street, could change the town for long. Like the phoenix, the town rose from the ashes, not anew, but just the way she’d perished, rebuilt brick by brick into a monument to its former Art Deco glory.


‘Like being an actor stuck in some old-time movie,’ my mother once said.


And so it remains to this day, the council by-laws insisting that all new buildings on Main Street maintain the old façade in honour of the dead of 1930. Seventeen perished the night of the firestorm, their names later etched in bronze on the monument at the Queens Bridge Junction, the first thing you see coming into town, the last thing you see leaving.


ANDY sat on the bench outside the Palace Picture Theatre wishing he had money for a ticket as he watched Lonesome, the police dog, do his rounds without the town’s sergeant in tow. It was common to see Sergeant Red Adams and his long-haired Alsatian going in and out of the Main Street shops, talking to the owners and often sharing a Cornish pasty from the bakery. But on the occasions when Adams was called out, his dog would do the rounds without him.


‘Hey, Lonesome,’ Andy said as the dog meandered past, his coat dusty, in need of a bath.


The dog stopped to look him over, yawned, then walked on. No threat here . . . Everything okay.


Lonesome was one of the things Andy liked about Blackwater: the familiarity. Everything had a local name, names not found on any store-bought map. Like Two Rivers, where the smaller Hawksnest River merged with the Salesbury that ran wide through town, its waters so clear you could see the riverbed at its deepest. The nearby Shallows, and the Pond. The abandoned picnic grounds at Two Rivers, and the ruined sandstone cottage by the Pond, no roof or floor anymore, just thick sun-bleached stone walls and a chimney stack. Behind the ruins was a rickety wooden jetty where some of the best fishing could be found using flour dough rubbed with the fennel growing wild on the riverbanks as bait.


This was where he often sat watching the Blackwater rowing crews go through their paces. There was something peaceful about the sport, something ordered and structured, qualities missing from Andy’s own life. It was a picture, a painting of light, movement and energy upon a natural canvas, oars plying the water in idyllic unison like Viking longboats in search of world’s end. There was something about the boats and the water, a connection held deep in his soul that he couldn’t quite place. The rowing club had a boathouse north of Queens Bridge in town. There, the river’s dark water ran widest and deepest along its steep banks, flowing dead straight for three miles before snaking east toward the coast.


*


The river brought things to Blackwater. Strange things at times. A sack of kittens, just one of six alive by the time Andy fished it out. Stark white in colour and barely alive, it nevertheless bounded from the hessian sack, peering over its soggy shoulder before disappearing into the fennel stems by the bank. That cat proved to be a survivor, growing big and feral over time, and mean. His mother once told him that most white, blue-eyed cats were deaf, but this one did okay for itself. He frequently saw it roaming the shadows down there, its white coat matted with burrs, dry blood caked black around her mouth from the last kill.


Not all gifts the river brought to Blackwater were wanted. Some mornings they were found drifting in the shallows or caught on the bank, and sometimes Andy was there to see them arrive with his best friend, Eddie Dugan.


Eddie hated his name, reinventing himself as Butch after a cartoon character when he was five years old. His mouse-brown hair was always trimmed to a flat-top crew cut, and Butch carried a little weight, a condition his mother called ‘big boned’.


While fishing from the jetty over the Pond, the two boys spotted a yellow VW Beetle floating toward them from over the rise of the Shallows. It teetered in the water, inching nearer to the rapids before cascading through the white water and surfacing in front of them. Still swaying, the car drifted past and they could see no one was inside. Then, maintaining its grace, it slowly lifted its exhaust pipe to the sky and sank, the sun flashing farewell on the ripple it created.


Andy turned to Butch, and there was a knowing silence between them. No debate about why this happened, or where the car came from. Maybe that was the beauty of being best friends. Not everything requires comment.


The river brought Bartholomew in the floods that same year. It took two weeks for the floodwaters to subside, silt and mud left high on the lower banks downriver where many of the bigger trees had been ripped from the banks. Although devastating parts of the riverlands each time they came, the floods occurred often enough to be a part of life here, the town’s steep riverbanks sparing it each time until the water burst its banks at the sand quarries downstream. For weeks after the floods, a stench of death grew down by the Two Rivers picnic grounds. But as much as Andy and Butch searched, its source eluded them.


At the end of an afternoon’s swim, both boys were lazing in the shade of a tall grey gum. It was late summer, the air hot, but the water already had a cool autumn bite. Andy opened his eyes to gaze into the tree canopy above . . . and there it was. Wedged halfway up the tree — the carcass of a black and white Friesian cow.


‘Wow,’ said Andy, sitting up.


Stirred, Butch drew a quick breath at the sight above them. ‘Jeez,’ he said.


They stared, disappointed that the mystery was solved. Now reduced to a sagging bag of bones, the carcass’s eyeless head tilted slightly to one side appearing every bit as curious about the boys as they were of it.


‘What are you looking at, Bartholomew?’ said Butch, throwing a rock at the remains. The stone hit its haunches with a dull and dusty thud, an explosion of flies bursting off their prize before landing again.


‘That’s a boy’s name,’ Andy reminded him.


‘So?’ Butch threw another stone. Thud.


‘Cows are girls, ya dickhead.’


‘She doesn’t care what we call her.’ Another stone. This one missed, landing in the river. ‘Anyway, man,’ said Butch, ‘she looks like a Bartholomew.’


They continued staring.


‘I guess,’ said Andy.


Bartholomew slowly fell apart over the course of that year, but the boys always said hello as they passed, and Butch always threw a stone her way.


*


For Andy, the worst thing the river brought them came in May, a month before the Queen’s Birthday weekend. The river was wearing its winter clothes, the banks stripped of greenery except for its pockets of she-oaks and balloon vines, and the canvas backpack that markedly stood out in the water.


Andy and Butch were hanging out in the ruined cottage, choking on cigarettes Butch had stolen from his father’s bedside table. Andy tried to look cool, but spat into the fireplace a lot instead, the taste something he could not get used to. While trying to memorise the Abbot and Costello routine, Who’s on First? Butch suddenly exclaimed, ‘Hey, what’s that?’


‘What’s what?’ Andy replied coughing, brushing his fringe from his eyes.


‘Out there.’ Butch stood by the window frame, his cheeks red from too much sun, and pointed to the end of the jetty. ‘See? In the water,’ he said. ‘I think it’s a bag. Maybe a backpack.’


Andy spotted it. ‘Race you,’ he said, running out through the doorway, pushing Butch off balance as he passed, laughing as his friend stumbled.


But Butch caught up, a mere pace behind as Andy made it to the end of the jetty first. The water was still murky from the floods, but drawing closer, they noticed that the pack seemed to be full. This excited the boys, the prospect of finding camping gear inside spurring them on — knives, compasses, who knew what?


While attempting to pull the waterlogged backpack onto the jetty, the body, hidden beneath the pack rolled over; a putrid stench released as it broke the surface. It was a teenager, and as his bruised and swollen face stared up through lifeless eyes, the two boys cried out as one.


‘Oh, shit, man!’ cried Butch, still wheezing from the run. ‘Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit!’


‘It’s a kid!’ shouted Andy, his heart racing, the smell gagging.


‘He’s dead, man. Oh, shit, Andy, he’s dead,’ Butch spat, standing, pushing, shoving, anything to get away from it. In his haste, he knocked Andy into the water on top of the body.


Fear and repulsion stabbing at his senses, Andy thought he could feel the arms shifting around him, instinctively pushing himself away before losing his footing on the smooth stones of the riverbed. On his first attempt to resurface, he came up beneath the boy, dead arms again exploring the waters around him. His breath almost spent, Andy tried again, this time breaking the surface. The teenager was floating on his side, Andy no more than an inch from his grey face. He attempted to scream, but swallowed water instead. Coughing, he kicked away beneath the jetty to the other side, where he clawed his way up onto the boardwalk. Shaken and cold, Andy lay staring at the body where the current had lodged it between two piers.


‘You okay?’ Butch wheezed.


Andy rolled onto his side, looking Butch in the eyes. ‘No thanks to you.’


Butch shrugged, the closest thing to an apology Andy was going to get. ‘You touched it, man,’ he said with a shiver.


‘No shit,’ said Andy.


The Greater Western newspaper ran its story on the front page with a picture of Andy and Butch by the jetty. There was also a photo supplied by the boy’s family, smiling; his name was Colin Delroy. It was difficult to relate the smile to the bloated body imprinted on Andy’s memory. But he thought about Colin Delroy a lot after that. At times he could close his eyes and see the boy’s face in the muddy waters again, like a dream he couldn’t quite shake. Butch made a memorial to the incident by carving a simple statement in one of the soft sandstone bricks of the ruined homestead.
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The Queen’s Birthday weekend proclaimed winter’s arrival, the night so full of stars I thought you could reach up and brush stardust from their bellies. I remember rockets hissing into the night, exploding in a shower-storm of colour.


The bonfire was built in a vacant lot opposite my house, the neighbourhood pitching in weeks before, depositing any junk that would burn, and was so hot it could singe hair within ten feet. And still burning days after was the car tyre on top, a crown placed on the night with all the pomp and ceremony of a royal coronation.


ALMOST every block on Blackwater burnt its own beacon in the crisp winter air, laughter echoing like hovering moths in the light. Andy watched as children scrawled their names in the air with silver-hot sparklers that burned down to little fingers. Tin buckets were full of Tom Thumbs that exploded like machine-gun fire, and the air was thick with the scent. Catherine wheels nailed to grey weathered fences whizzed in bright circles as more rockets were launched from the necks of empty beer bottles, filling the night sky in windswept curtains of colour. Then, Boom! — a thunder cracker splintered someone’s mailbox and a group of teenagers ran hooting into the night.


‘I see you, Jim Donovan,’ cried an old man. ‘I see you runnin’, and I’m tellin’ your parents what you and those hoods have done.’


Most of the younger kids were in their beds by eleven, yet many of the adults remained by the dwindling fire drinking beer and cheap wine, the men singing out of tune to a scratchy Hank Williams record. Andy remembered his father telling him how Hank died of a broken heart alone in the back seat of his Cadillac one night. How his driver pushed along the desert highway to Hank’s next venue without knowing his boss was dead.


Andy sat on the front steps of his house, watching the fireworks in the distance slow, and by midnight falling silent like the cease-fire of a war zone. Fighting sleep, he watched his mother and father across at the bonfire, praying they could stay happy tonight. And he thought they might. After all, he could sense when the badshit was around, and tonight it was somewhere else, tonight it had found some other host.


Turning toward the stars, Andy hoped to glimpse Laika before sleep took hold, but instead remembered the kid in the river. He felt strangely closer to the dead boy than to his own parents.


The sound of an engine drew his attention to a car driving slowly down the street, dipping in and out from under the streetlights. A cherry-red Holden with whitewall tyres, its interior pitch-black except for the glow of a cigarette tip as the driver dragged on his smoke. The car slowed even more, stopping briefly in front of Andy’s house. He shivered, and felt a strange presence lingering between himself and the driver. What it was he couldn’t explain, yet the connection remained in the night air until the car drove on, its engine growling like an animal searching for prey.


That’s when he felt it, like cold silk brushing the back of his neck. The badshit had returned, somewhere close, maybe in that car, maybe behind the burning tip of that cigarette.
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My life took a turn that winter because of something simple: packing my mother’s groceries at the supermarket. If I’d known, I would never have set foot in that place.


WINTER hung over Blackwater like a grey cloud, having dissolved autumn’s colours. Yet as dawn’s light peeled away at the enduring sheets of morning mist, a white frost blanketed the lawns, leaving cream frozen in milk bottles on door steps, and the milkman’s footprints pressed in the icy grass.


Although Greenways was a small supermarket, it was the biggest of the two in town, its curved Art Deco façade typical of the Main Street buildings, pretending to be something it was not.


In his thirties and reeking of aftershave, Kyle Tucker held himself straight and square-shouldered, compensating for his height — only five foot four — as if reaching for a few extra inches. His complexion pale, his black hair thinning and parted low on the left in the beginnings of a comb-over, he paced the aisles of Greenways whistling tunes from Bandstand. Wearing black pants and an over-starched white shirt, a row of coloured pens lined his breast pocket like a soldier’s campaign ribbons. His trademark bowtie was neatly in place; a different colour for every day of the week. Blue today, he’d decided. Blue like daybreak.


Kyle had woken that morning from a nightmare. The same one, about the wolf, about the Game going wrong. A bachelor, he rose alone before daybreak, every light in the house burning until the sun had melted the rim of frost from the windows, the natural light washing the residue of fear from his eyes. The warmth through the glass felt calming. He’d looked at his boat in the drive with pride, her sleek timber bow protruding from beneath her canvas cover.


At Greenways, people only ever saw the face Kyle wanted to show them; what he called his everyday face. He grinned. His hands rose to his tie, checking it for the air of neatness he wished to portray, drawing people’s attention toward his smile, his eyes, his everyday face.


‘Hello there, Mrs Walker,’ he said approaching the checkout. ‘How’s Frank?’


Kyle made it his business to know everyone. Good, bad or indifferent, he liked to think he held the key to all their closets; liked to think he knew where all the Blackwater bodies were buried, where the secrets were kept. Because secrets, he knew, were like weapons.


Mary shrugged. ‘Frank’s just fine, thank you.’


As there were no grocery boys on their aisle, Andy Walker was packing his mother’s bags.


‘And how are you, Master Andy?’ Kyle leant against the end of the checkout, his arms folded as he watched the boy pack the last bag. It wasn’t rocket science: hard items on the bottom, soft on top. Dairy and frozen goods together in a double bag to keep them cool, and never mix soap or detergents with food. The kid got it. Not all of them did.


‘Fine thanks, Mr Tucker.’


‘Come on now, Andy. Call me Kyle.’ He winked over Andy’s shoulder toward his mother. ‘No airs and graces here, son. Everyone in town calls me Kyle. Mr Tucker is my father’s name, and, quite frankly, he’s welcome to it.’


‘Thanks, Kyle,’ said Andy, a sense of reluctance in his voice.


Kyle slapped Andy’s back. Not a pat on the head for little kids, not gently on the shoulder like something small and frail, but on the back, firmly, like a man.


Andy placed the last bag on the floor as the cashier said, ‘Five pounds six, please, Mrs Walker.’


Mary reddened as she drew her handbag closer to her face, her free hand rummaging inside. ‘Oh, dear,’ she said. ‘I seem to be a little short.’ She glanced back at those queued behind her. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said again before turning back. ‘Please, dear, I’ll have to take a few things out.’


Kyle placed one hand on Mary’s arm while closing her handbag with the other. ‘Now, now,’ he said to the cashier. ‘Mrs Walker has been a customer for as long as I can remember.’ He guided her through the register. ‘Ring up the till and we’ll work the rest out later.’ He spoke quietly so no one else in the queue could hear.


With an indifferent flick of her hair, the cashier did as she was told.


‘I’m sorry, Kyle,’ Mary said, noticeably embarrassed. ‘It’s just that things are so expensive these days and I —’


‘Mrs Walker, please,’ said Kyle. ‘Think nothing of it.’ He picked up two of the four grocery bags while Andy took the others. ‘I’m not going to worry over a few shillings so why should you.’ He added, ‘Go home and forget about it.’
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